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ESTIMATIONS    IN    CRITICISM 


EDWARD   GIBBON.1 

A  WIT  said  of  Gibbon's  autobiography  that  he  did 
not  know  the  difference  between  himself  and  the 
Roman  Empire.  He  has  narrated  his  '  progressions 
from  London  to  Buriton,  and  from  Buriton  to 
London,'  in  the  same  monotonous  majestic  periods 
that  record  the  fall  of  states  and  empires.  The  con- 
sequence is  that  a  fascinating  book  gives  but  a  vague 
idea  of  its  subject.  It  may  not  be  without  its  use 
to  attempt  a  description  of  him  in  plainer  though 
less  splendid  English. 

The  diligence  of  their  descendant  accumulated 
many  particulars  of  the  remote  annals  oi  the  Gibbon 
family  ;  but  its  real  founder  was  the  grandfather  of 
the  historian,  who  lived  in  the  times  of  the  '  South 
Sea.'  He  was  a  capital  man  of  business  accord- 
ing to  the  custom  of  that  age — a  dealer  in  many 
kinds  of  merchandise — like  perhaps  the  '  complete 
tradesman  '  of  Defoe,  who  was  to  understand  the 
price  and  quality  of  all  articles  made  within  the 

1  The  History  of  the  Decline  and  Fall  of  the  Roman  Empire.  By 
Edward  Gibbon,  Esq.  With  Notes  by  Dean  Milman  and  M. 
Guizot.  Edited,  with  additional  Notes,  by  William  Smith,  LL.D. 
In  Eight  Volumes.  London,  1855.  Murray. 
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kingdom.  The  preference,  however,  of  Edward 
Gibbon  the  grandfather  was  for  the  article  '  shares  '  ; 
his  genius,  like  that  of  Mr.  Hudson,  had  a  natural 
tendency  towards  a  commerce  in  the  metaphysical 
and  non-existent ;  and  he  was  fortunate  in  the  age 
on  which  his  lot  was  thrown.  It  afforded  many 
opportunities  of  gratifying  that  taste. 

Much  has  been  written  on  panics  and  manias — 
much  more  than  with  the  most  outstretched  in- 
tellect we  are  able  to  follow  or  conceive  ;  but  one 
thing  is  certain,  that  at  particular  times  a  great 
many  stupid  people  have  a  great  deal  of  stupid 
money.  Saving  people  have  often  only  the  faculty 
of  saving ;  they  accumulate  ably,  and  contemplate 
their  accumulations  with  approbation ;  but  what 
to  do  with  them  they  do  not  know.  Aristotle,  who 
was  not  in  trade,  imagined  that  money  is  barren  ; 
and  barren  it  is  to  quiet  ladies,  rural  clergymen,  and 
country  misers.  Several  economists  have  plans 
for  preventing  improvident  speculation  ;  one  would 
abolish  Peel's  act,  and  substitute  one-pound  notes  ; 
another  would  retain  Peel's  act,  and  make  the 
calling  for  one-pound  notes  a  capital  crime  :  but 
our  scheme  is,  not  to  allow  any  man  to  have  a  hundred 
pounds  who  cannot  prove  to  the  satisfaction  of  the 
Lord  Chancellor  what  to  do  with  a  hundred  pounds. 
The  want  of  this  easy  precaution  allows  the  accumula- 
tion of  wealth  in  the  hands  of  rectors,  authors, 
grandmothers,  who  have  no  knowledge  of  business, 
and  no  idea  except  that  their  money  now  produces 
nothing,  and  ought  and  must  be  forced  immediately 
to  produce  something.  '  I  wish,'  said  one  of  this 
class,  '  for  the  largest  immediate  income,  and  I  am 
therefore  naturally  disposed  to  purchase  an  advow- 
son.'  At  intervals,  from  causes  which  are  not  to 
the  present  purpose,  the  money  of  these  people— 
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the  blind  capital  (as  we  call  it)  of  the  country — is 
particularly  large  and  craving ;  it  seeks  for  some  one  to 
devour  it,  and  there  is  '  plethora ' — it  finds  some  one, 
and  there  is  '  speculation  ' — it  is  devoured,  and  there 
is  '  panic.'  The  age  of  Mr.  Gibbon  was  one  of  these. 
The  interest  of  money  was  very  low,  perhaps 
under  three  per  cent.  The  usual  consequence 
followed  ;  able  men  started  wonderful  undertakings  ; 
the  ablest  of  all,  a  company  '  for  carrying  on  an 
undertaking  of  great  importance,  but  no  one  to 
know  what  it  was.'  Mr.  Gibbon  was  not  idle. 
According  to  the  narrative  of  his  grandson,  he 
already  filled  a  considerable  position,  was  worth 
sixty  thousand  pounds,  and  had  great  influence  both 
in  Parliament  and  in  the  City.  He  applied  himself 
to  the  greatest  bubble  of  all — one  so  great  that  it  is 
spoken  of  in  many  books  as  the  cause  and  parent  of 
all  contemporary  bubbles — the  South-Sea  Company — 
the  design  of  which  was  to  reduce  the  interest  on 
the  National  Debt,  which,  oddly  enough,  it  did  reduce, 
and  to  trade  exclusively  to  the  South  Sea  or  Spanish 
America,  where  of  course  it  hardly  did  trade.  Mr. 
Gibbon  became  a  director,  sold  and  bought,  traded 
and  prospered  ;  and  was  considered,  perhaps  with 
truth,  to  have  obtained  much  money.  The  bubble 
was  essentially  a  fashionable  one.  Public  intelligence 
and  the  quickness  of  communication  did  not  then 
as  now  at  once  spread  pecuniary  information  and 
misinformation  to  secluded  districts  ;  but  fine  ladies, 
men  of  fashion — the  London  world — ever  anxious 
to  make  as  much  of  its  money  as  it  can,  and  then 
wholly  unwise  (it  is  not  now  very  wise)  in  discovering 
how  the  most  was  to  be  made  of  it — '  went  in  ' 
and  speculated  largely.  As  usual,  all  was  favourable 
so  long  as  the  shares  were  rising  ;  the  price  was  at 
one  time  very  high,  and  the  agitation  very  general  ; 


4  ESTIMATIONS  IN  CRITICISM 

it  was,  in  a  word,  the  railway  mania  in  the  South 
Sea.  After  a  time,  the  shares  '  hesitated,'  declined, 
and  fell ;  and  there  was  an  outcry  against  every- 
body concerned  in  the  matter,  very  like  the  outcry 
against  the  01 -repi  Hudson  in  our  own  time.  The 
results,  however,  were  very  different. 

Whatever  may  be  said,  and,  judging  from  the 
late  experience,  a  good  deal  is  likely  to  be  said,  as 
to  the  advantages  of  civilisation  and  education,  it 
seems  certain  that  they  tend  to  diminish  a  simple- 
minded  energy.  The  Parliament  of  1720  did  not, 
like  the  Parliament  of  1847,  allow  itself  to  be  bored 
and  incommoded  by  legal  minutiae,  nor  did  it  forego 
the  use  of  plain  words.  A  committee  reported 
the  discovery  of  '  a  train  of  the  deepest  villainy 
and  fraud  hell  ever  contrived  to  ruin  a  nation  ;  ' 
the  directors  of  the  company  were  arrested,  and 
Mr.  Gibbon  among  the  rest ;  he  was  compelled  to 
give  in  a  list  of  his  effects  :  the  general  wish  was 
that  a  retrospective  act  should  be  immediately 
passed,  which  would  impose  on  him  penalties  some- 
thing like,  or  even  more  severe  than,  those  now 
enforced  on  Paul  and  Strahan.  In  the  end,  however, 
Mr.  Gibbon  escaped  with  a  parliamentary  conversa- 
tion upon  his  affairs.  His  estate  amounted  to 
one  hundred  and  forty  thousand  pounds  ;  and  as 
this  was  a  great  sum,  there  was  an  obvious  suspicion 
that  he  was  a  great  criminal.  The  scene  must  have 
been  very  curious.  '  Allowances  of  twenty  pounds 
or  one  shilling  were  facetiously  voted.  A  vague 
report  that  a  director  had  formerly  been  concerned 
in  another  project  by  which  some  unknown  persons 
had  lost  their  money,  was  admitted  as  a  proof  of  his 
actual  guilt.  One  man  was  ruined  because  he  had 
dropped  a  foolish  speech  that  his  horses  should  feed 
upon  gold  ;  another  because  he  was  grown  so  proud, 
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that  one  day,  at  the  Treasury,  he  had  refused  a  civil 
answer  to  persons  far  above  him.' 

The  vanity  of  his  descendant  is  evidently  a  little 
tried  by  the  peculiar  severity  with  which  his  grand- 
father was  treated.  Out  of  his  one  hundred  and  forty 
thousand  pounds  it  was  only  proposed  that  he  should 
retain  fifteen  [thousand  pounds] ;  and  on  an  amend- 
ment even  this  was  reduced  to  ten  thousand  pounds. 
Yet  there  is  some  ground  for  believing  that  the  acute 
energy  and  practised  pecuniary  power  which  had 
been  successful  in  obtaining  so  large  a  fortune,  were 
likewise  applied  with  science  to  the  inferior  task  of 
retaining  some  of  it.  The  historian  indeed  says  : 
'  On  these  ruins/  the  ten  thousand  pounds  aforesaid, 
'  with  skill  and  credit  of  which  Parliament  had  not 
been  able  to  deprive  him,  my  grandfather  erected  the 
edifice  of  a  new  fortune  :  the  labours  of  sixteen 
years  were  amply  rewarded  ;  and  I  have  reason  to 
believe  that  the  second  structure  was  not  much 
inferior  to  the  first.'  But  this  only  shows  how  far 
a  family  feeling  may  bias  a  sceptical  judgment. 
The  credit  of  a  man  in  Mr.  Gibbon's  position  could 
not  be  very  lucrative  ;  and  his  skill  must  have  been 
enormous  to  have  obtained  so  much  at  the  end  of 
his  life,  in  such  circumstances,  in  so  few  years.  Had 
he  been  an  early  Christian,  the  narrative  of  his 
descendant  would  have  contained  an  insidious  hint 
'  that  pecuniary  property  may  be  so  secreted  as  to 
defy  the  awkward  approaches  of  political  investiga- 
tion.' That  he  died  rich  is  certain,  for  two  genera- 
tions lived  solely  on  the  property  he  bequeathed. 

The  son  of  this  great  speculator,  the  historian's 
father,  was  a  man  to  spend  a  fortune  quietly.  He 
is  not  related  to  have  indulged  in  any  particular 
expense,  and  nothing  is  more  difficult  to  follow  than 
the  pecuniary  fortunes  of  deceased  families  ;  but 
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one  thing  is  certain,  that  the  property  which  descended 
to  the  historian — making  every  allowance  for  all 
minor  and  subsidiary  modes  of  diminution,  such 
as  daughters,  settlements,  legacies,  and  so  forth — 
was  enormously  less  than  one  hundred  and  forty 
thousand  pounds  ;  and  therefore  if  those  figures  are 
correct,  the  second  generation  must  have  made  itself 
very  happy  out  of  the  savings  of  the  past  generation, 
and  without  caring  for  the  poverty  of  the  next. 
Nothing  that  is  related  of  the  historian's  father  in- 
dicates a  strong  judgment  or  an  acute  discrimination  ; 
and  there  are  some  scarcely  dubious  signs  of  a 
rather  weak  character. 

Edward  Gibbon,  the  great,  was  born  on  the  27th 
of  April  1737.  Of  his  mother  we  hear  scarcely 
anything  ;  and  what  we  do  hear  is  not  remarkably 
favourable.  It  seems  that  she  was  a  faint,  inoffen- 
sive woman,  of  ordinary  capacity,  who  left  a  very 
slight  trace  of  her  influence  on  the  character  of 
her  son,  who  did  little,  and  died  early.  The  real 
mother,  as  he  is  careful  to  explain,  of  his  under- 
standing and  education  was  her  sister,  and  his 
aunt,  Mrs.  Catherine  Porten,  according  to  the 
speech  of  that  age,  a  maiden  lady  of  much  vigour 
and  capacity,  and  for  whom  her  pupil  really  seems 
to  have  felt  as  much  affection  as  was  consistent 
with  a  rather  easy  and  cool  nature.  There  is  a 
panegyric  on  her  in  the  Memoirs  ;  and  in  a  lang 
letter  upon  the  occasion  of  her  death,  he  deposes : 
'  To  her  care  I  am  indebted  in  earliest  infancy  for 
the  preservation  of  my  life  and  health.  ...  To 
her  instructions  I  owe  the  first  rudiments  of  know- 
ledge, the  first  exercise  of  reason,  and  a  taste  for 
books,  which  is  still  the  pleasure  and  glory  of  my 
life ;  and  though  she  taught  me  neither  language 
nor  science,  she  was  certainly  the  most  useful  pre- 
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ceptress  I  ever  had.  As  I  grew  up,  an  intercourse 
of  thirty  years  endeared  her  to  me  as  the  faithful 
friend  and  the  agreeable  companion.  You  have 
observed  with  what  freedom  and  confidence  we 
lived/  etc.  etc.  To  a  less  sentimental  mind,  which 
takes  a  more  tranquil  view  of  aunts  and  relatives, 
it  is  satisfactory  to  find  that  somehow  he  could  not 
write  to  her.  '  I  wish,'  he  continues,  '  I  had  as  much 
to  applaud  and  as  little  to  reproach  in  my  conduct  to 
Mrs.  Porten  since  I  left  England  ;  and  when  I  reflect 
that  my  letter  would  have  soothed  and  comforted  her 
decline,  I  feel '  —  what  an  ardent  nephew  would 
naturally  feel  at  so  unprecedented  an  event.  Leaving 
his  maturer  years  out  of  the  question — a  possible 
rhapsody  of  affectionate  eloquence — she  seems  to 
have  been  of  the  greatest  use  to  him  in  infancy. 

His  health  was  very  imperfect.  We  hear  much 
of  rheumatism,  and  lameness,  and  weakness  ;  and 
he  was  unable  to  join  in  work  and  play  with  ordinary 
boys.  He  was  moved  from  one  school  to  another, 
never  staying  anywhere  very  long,  and  owing  what 
knowledge  he  obtained  rather  to  a  strong  retentive 
understanding  than  to  any  external  stimulants  or 
instruction.  At  one  place  he  gained  an  acquaint- 
ance with  the  Latin  elements  at  the  price  of  '  many 
tears  and  some  blood.'  At  last  he  was  consigned 
to  the  instruction  of  an  elegant  clergyman,  the  Rev. 
Philip  Francis,  who  had  obtained  notoriety  by  a 
metrical  translation  of  Horace,  the  laxity  of  which 
is  even  yet  complained  of  by  construing  schoolboys, 
and  who,  with  a  somewhat  Horatian  taste,  went  to 
London  as  often  as  he  could,  and  translated  invisa 
negotia  as  '  boys  to  beat.' 

In  school  work,  therefore,  Gibbon  had  uncommon 
difficulties  and  unusual  deficiencies  ;  but  these  were 
much  more  than  counterbalanced  by  a  habit  which 
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often  accompanies  a  sickly  childhood,  and  is  the 
commencement  of  a  studious  life,  the  habit  of  de- 
sultory reading.  The  instructiveness  of  this  is 
sometimes  not  comprehended.  S.  T.  Coleridge  used 
to  say  that  he  felt  a  great  superiority  over  those 
who  had  not  read — and  fondly  read — fairy  tales  in 
their  childhood ;  he  thought  they  wanted  a  sense 
which  he  possessed,  the  perception,  or  apperception 
— we  do  not  know  which  he  used  to  say  it  was — 
of  the  unity  and  wholeness  of  the  universe.  As  to 
fairy  tales,  this  is  a  hard  saying  ;  but  as  to  desultory 
reading,  it  is  certainly  true.  Some  people  have 
known  a  time  in  life  when  there  was  no  book  they 
could  not  read.  The  fact  of  its  being  a  book  went 
immensely  in  its  favour.  In  early  life  there  is  an 
opinion  that  the  obvious  thing  to  do  with  a  horse 
is  to  ride  it ;  [with]  a  cake,  to  eat  it ;  [with]  six- 
pence, to  spend  it.  A  few  boys  carry  this  farther, 
and  think  the  natural  thing  to  do  with  a  book  is 
to  read  it.  There  is  an  argument  from  design  in 
the  subject :  if  the  book  was  not  meant  for  that 
purpose,  for  what  purpose  was  it  meant  ? 

Of  course,  of  any  understanding  of  the  works  so 
perused  there  is  no  question  or  idea.  There  is  a 
legend  of  Bentham,  in  his  earliest  childhood,  climbing 
to  the  height  of  a  huge  stool  and  sitting  there  evening 
after  evening  with  two  candles,  engaged  in  the  perusal 
of  Rapin's  history.  It  might  as  well  have  been  any 
other  book.  The  doctrine  of  utility  had  not  then 
dawned  on  its  immortal  teacher ;  cui  bono  was  an 
idea  unknown  to  him.  He  would  have  been  ready 
to  read  about  Egypt,  about  Spain,  about  the 
coals  in  Borneo,  the  teak-wood  in  India,  the  current 
in  the  river  Mississippi,  on  natural  history  or  human 
history,  on  theology  or  morals,  on  the  state  of  the 
dark  ages  or  the  state  of  the  light  ages — on  Augustulus 
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or  Lord  Chatham — on  the  first  century  or  the  seven- 
teenth— on  the  moon,  the  millennium,  or  the  whole 
duty  of  man.  Just  then,  reading  is  an  end  in  itself. 

At  that  time  of  life  you  no  more  think  of  a  future 
consequence,  of  the  remote,  the  very  remote  possi- 
bility of  deriving  knowledge  from  the  perusal  of  a 
book,  than  you  expect  so  great  a  result  from  spinning 
a  peg-top.  You  spin  the  top,  and  you  read  the 
book  ;  and  these  scenes  of  life  are  exhausted.  In 
such  studies,  of  all  prose  perhaps  the  best  is  history. 
One  page  is  so  like  another  ;  battle  No.  i  is  so  much 
on  a  par  with  battle  No.  2.  Truth  may  be,  as  they 
say,  stranger  than  fiction,  abstractedly ;  but  in 
actual  books,  novels  are  certainly  odder  and  more 
astounding  than  correct  history.  It  will  be  said, 
what  is  the  use  of  this  ?  Why  not  leave  the  reading 
of  great  books  till  a  great  age  ?  Why  plague  and 
perplex  childhood  with  complex  facts  remote  from 
its  experience  and  inapprehensible  by  its  imagina- 
tion ?  The  reply  is  that,  though  in  all  great  and 
combined  facts  there  is  much  which  childhood 
cannot  thoroughly  imagine,  there  is  also  in  very 
many  a  great  deal  which  can  only  be  truly  appre- 
hended for  the  first  time  at  that  age. 

Catch  an  American  of  thirty  ; — tell  him  about 
the  battle  of  Marathon  ;  what  will  he  be  able  to 
comprehend  of  all  that  you  mean  by  it  ;  of  all  that 
halo  which  early  impression  and  years  of  remembrance 
have  cast  around  it  ?  He  may  add  up  the  killed 
and  wounded,  estimate  the  missing,  and  take  the 
dimensions  of  Greece  and  Athens  ;  but  he  will  not 
seem  to  care  much.  He  may  say,  '  Well,  sir,  perhaps 
it  was  a  smart  thing  in  that  small  territory  ;  but 
it  is  a  long  time  ago,  and  in  my  country  James  K. 
Burnup  '  did  that  which  he  will  at  length  explain 
to  you.  Or  try  an  experiment  on  yourself.  Read 
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the  account  of  a  Circassian  victory,  equal  in  numbers, 
in  daring,  in  romance,  to  the  old  battle.  Will  you  be 
able  to  feel  about  it  at  all  in  the  same  way  ?  It  is 
impossible.  You  cannot  form  a  new  set  of  associa- 
tions ;  your  mind  is  involved  in  pressing  facts, 
your  memory  choked  by  a  thousand  details  ;  the 
liveliness  of  fancy  is  gone  with  the  childhood  by 
which  it  was  enlivened.  Schamyl  will  never  seem 
as  great  as  Leonidas,  or  Miltiades  ;  Cnokemof,  or 
whoever  the  Russian  is,  cannot  be  so  imposing  as 
Xerxes  ;  the  unpronounceable  place  cannot  strike 
on  your  heart  like  Marathon  or  Plataea. 

Moreover,  there  is  the  further  advantage  which 
Coleridge  shadowed  forth  in  the  remark  we  cited. 
Youth  has  a  principle  of  consolidation.  We  begin 
with  the  whole.  Small  sciences  are  the  labours  of 
our  manhood  ;  but  the  round  universe  is  the  play- 
thing of  the  boy.  His  fresh  mind  shoots  out  vaguely 
and  crudely  into  the  infinite  and  eternal.  Nothing 
is  hid  from  the  depth  of  it ;  there  are  no  boundaries 
to  its  vague  and  wandering  vision.  Early  science, 
it  has  been  said,  begins  in  utter  nonsense  ;  it  would 
be  truer  to  say  that  it  starts  with  boyish  fancies. 
How  absurd  seem  the  notions  of  the  first  Greeks  ! 
Who  could  believe  now  that  air  or  water  was  the 
principle,  the  pervading  substance,  the  eternal 
material  of  all  things  ?  Such  affairs  will  never 
explain  a  thick  rock.  And  what  a  white  original 
for  a  green  and  sky-blue  world  !  Yet  people  dis- 
puted in  those  ages  not  whether  it  was  either  of  those 
substances,  but  which  of  them  it  was.  And  doubt- 
less there  was  a  great  deal,  at  least  in  quantity,  to 
be  said  on  both  sides.  Boys  are  improved  ;  but 
some  in  our  own  day  have  asked,  '  Mamma,  I  say, 
what  did  God  make  the  world  of  ?  '  and  several, 
who  did  not  venture  on  speech,  have  had  an  idea 
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of  some  one  grey  primitive  thing,  felt  a  difficulty  as 
to  how  the  red  came,  and  wondered  that  marble 
could  ever  have  been  the  same  as  moonshine.  This 
is  in  truth  the  picture  of  life. 

We  begin  with  the  infinite  and  eternal,  which 
we  shall  never  apprehend  ;  and  these  form  a  frame- 
work, a  schedule,  a  set  of  co-ordinates  to  which  we 
refer  all  which  we  learn  later.  At  first,  like  the  old 
Greek,  '  we  look  up  to  the  whole  sky,  and  are  lost  in 
the  one  and  the  all ;  '  in  the  end  we  classify  and 
enumerate,  learn  each  star,  calculate  distances,  draw 
cramped  diagrams  on  the  unbounded  sky,  write  a 
paper  on  a  Cygni  and  a  treatise  on  g  Draconis,  map 
special  facts  upon  the  indefinite  void,  and  engrave 
precise  details  on  the  infinite  and  everlasting.  So 
in  history  ;  somehow  the  whole  comes  in  boyhood  ; 
the  details  later  and  in  manhood.  The  wonderful 
series  going  far  back  to  the  times  of  old  patriarchs 
with  their  flocks  and  herds,  the  keen-eyed  Greek, 
the  stately  Roman,  the  watching  Jew,  the  uncouth 
Goth,  the  horrid  Hun,  the  settled  picture  of  the 
unchanging  East,  the  restless  shifting  of  the  rapid 
West,  the  rise  of  the  cold  and  classical  civilisation, 
its  fall,  the  rough  impetuous  middle  ages,  the  vague 
warm  picture  of  ourselves  and  home, — when  did 
we  learn  these  ?  Not  yesterday  nor  to-day  ;  but 
long  ago,  in  the  first  dawn  of  reason,  in  the  original 
flow  of  fancy.  What  we  learn  afterwards  are  but 
the  accurate  littlenesses  of  the  great  topic,  the 
dates  and  tedious  facts.  Those  who  begin  late 
learn  only  these  ;  but  the  happy  first  feel  the  mystic 
associations  and  the  progress  of  the  whole. 

There  is  no  better  illustration  of  all  this  than 
Gibbon.  Few  have  begun  early  with  a  more  de- 
sultory reading,  and  fewer  still  have  described  it 
so  skilfully.  '  From  the  ancient  I  leaped  to  the 
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modern  world ;  many  crude  lumps  of  Speed,  Rapin, 
Mezeray,  Davila,  Machiavel,  Father  Paul,  Bower, 
etc.,  I  devoured  like  so  many  novels,  and  I  swallowed 
with  the  same  voracious  appetite  the  description 
of  India  and  China,  of  Mexico  and  Peru.  My  first 
introduction  to  the  historic  scenes  which  have 
since  engaged  so  many  years  of  my  life  must  be 
ascribed  to  an  accident.  In  the  summer  of  1751  I 
accompanied  my  father  on  a  visit  to  Mr.  Hoare's, 
in  Wiltshire ;  but  I  was  less  delighted  with  the 
beauties  of  Stourhead  than  with  discovering  in  the 
library  a  common  book,  the  Continuation  of  Echard's 
Roman  History,  which  is,  indeed,  executed  with 
more  skill  and  taste  than  the  previous  work.  To 
me  the  reigns  of  the  successors  of  Constantine  were 
absolutely  new ;  and  I  was  immersed  in  the  passage 
of  the  Goths  over  the  Danube  when  the  summons 
of  the  dinner-bell  reluctantly  dragged  me  from  my 
intellectual  feast.  This  transient  glance  served 
rather  to  irritate  than  to  appease  my  curiosity  ;  and 
as  soon  as  I  returned  to  Bath  I  procured  the  second 
and  third  volumes  of  Howel's  History  of  the  World, 
which  exhibit  the  Byzantine  period  on  a  larger 
scale.  Mahomet  and  his  Saracens  soon  fixed  my 
attention  ;  and  some  instinct  of  criticism  directed 
me  to  the  genuine  sources.  Simon  Ockley,  an 
original  in  every  sense,  first  opened  my  eyes  ;  and 
I  was  led  from  one  book  to  another  till  I  had  ranged 
round  the  circle  of  Oriental  history.  Before  I  was 
sixteen  I  had  exhausted  all  that  could  be  learned 
in  English  of  the  Arabs  and  Persians,  the  Tartars 
and  Turks ;  and  the  same  ardour  urged  me  to  guess 
at  the  French  of  D'Herbelot,  and  to  construe  the 
barbarous  Latin  of  Pocock's  Abulfaragius.'  To  this 
day  the  schoolboy  student  of  the  Decline  and  Fall 
feels  the  traces  of  that  schoolboy  reading.  Once, 
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he  is  conscious,  the  author  like  him  felt,  and  solely 
felt,  the  magnificent  progress  of  the  great  story 
and  the  scenic  aspect  of  marvellous  events. 

A  more  sudden  effect  was  at  hand.  However 
exalted  may  seem  the  praises  which  we  have  given 
to  loose  and  unplanned  reading,  we  are  not  saying 
that  it  is  the  sole  ingredient  of  a  good  education. 
Besides  this  sort  of  education,  which  some  boys 
will  voluntarily  and  naturally  give  themselves,  there 
needs,  of  course,  another  and  more  rigorous  kind, 
which  must  be  impressed  upon  them  from  without. 
The  terrible  difficulty  of  early  life — the  use  of  pastors 
and  masters — really  is,  that  they  compel  boys  to  a 
distinct  mastery  of  that  which  they  do  not  wish  to 
learn.  There  is  nothing  to  be  said  for  a  preceptor 
who  is  not  dry.  Mr.  Carlyle  describes  with  bitter 
satire  the  fate  of  one  of  his  heroes  who  was  obliged 
to  acquire  whole  systems  of  information  in  which 
he,  the  hero,  saw  no  use,  and  which  he  kept  as  far 
as  might  be  in  a  vacant  corner  of  his  mind.  And 
this  is  the  very  point — dry  language,  tedious  mathe- 
matics, a  thumbed  grammar,  a  detested  slate,  form 
gradually  an  interior  separate  intellect,  exact  in  its 
information,  rigid  in  its  requirements,  disciplined  in 
its  exercises.  The  two  grow  together,  the  early 
natural  fancy  touching  the  far  extremities  of  the 
universe,  lightly  playing  with  the  scheme  of  all  things  ; 
the  precise,  compacted  memory  slowly  accumulating 
special  facts,  exact  habits,  clear  and  painful  con- 
ceptions. At  last,  as  it  were  in  a  moment,  the 
cloud  breaks  up,  the  division  sweeps  away ;  we 
find  that  in  fact  these  exercises  which  puzzled  us, 
these  languages  which  we  hated,  these  details  which 
we  despised,  are  the  instruments  of  true  thought, 
are  the  very  keys  and  openings,  the  exclusive  access 
to  the  knowledge  which  we  loved. 
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In  this  second  education  the  childhood  of  Gibbon 
had  been  very  defective.  He  had  never  heen  placed 
under  any  rigid  training.  In  his  first  boyhood  he 
had  disputed  with  his  aunt,  '  that  were  I  master 
of  Greek  and  Latin,  I  must  interpret  to  myself  in 
English  the  thoughts  of  the  original,  and  that  such 
extemporary  versions  must  be  inferior  to  the  elaborate 
translation  of  professed  scholars  :  a  silly  sophism,' 
as  he  remarks,  '  which  could  not  easily  be  confuted 
by  a  person  ignorant  of  any  other  language  than 
her  own.'  Ill-health,  a  not  very  wise  father,  an  ill- 
chosen  succession  of  schools  and  pedagogues,  pre- 
vented his  acquiring  exact  knowledge  in  the  regular 
subjects  of  study.  His  own  description  is  the 
best — '  erudition  that  might  have  puzzled  a  doctor, 
and  ignorance  of  which  a  schoolboy  should  have 
been  ashamed.'  The  amiable  Mr.  Francis,  who  was 
to  have  repaired  the  deficiency,  went  to  London, 
and  forgot  him.  With  an  impulse  of  discontent 
his  father  took  a  resolution,  and  sent  him  to  Oxford 
at  sixteen. 

It  is  probable  that  a  worse  place  could  not  have 
been  found.  The  University  of  Oxford  was  at  the 
nadir  of  her  history  and  efficiency.  The  public 
professorial  training  of  the  middle  ages  had  died 
away,  and  the  intramural  collegiate  system  of  the 
present  time  had  not  begun.  The  University  had 
ceased  to  be  a  teaching  body,  and  had  not  yet 
become  an  examining  body.  '  The  professors,'  says 
Adam  Smith,  who  had  studied  there,  '  have  given 
up  almost  the  pretence  of  lecturing.'  '  The  ex- 
amination,' said  a  great  judge  *  some  years  later, 
'  was  a  farce  in  my  time.  I  was  asked  who  founded 
University  College  ;  and  I  said,  though  the  fact  is 
now  doubted,  that  King  Alfred  founded  it  ;  and 
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that  was  the  examination.'  The  colleges,  deprived 
of  the  superintendence  and  watchfulness  of  their 
natural  sovereign,  fell,  as  Gibbon  remarks,  into  '  port 
and  prejudice.'  The  Fellows  were  a  close  corpora- 
tion ;  they  were  chosen  from  every  conceivable 
motive — because  they  were  respectable  men,  because 
they  were  good  fellows,  because  they  were  brothers 
of  other  Fellows,  because  their  fathers  had  patronage 
in  the  Church.  Men  so  appointed  could  not  be 
expected  to  be  very  diligent  in  the  instruction  of 
youth ;  many  colleges  did  not  even  profess  it ; 
that  of  All  Souls  has  continued  down  to  our  own 
time  to  deny  that  it  has  anything  to  do  with  it. 
Undoubtedly  a  person  who  came  thither  accurately 
and  rigidly  drilled  in  technical  scholarship  found 
many  means  and  a  few  motives  to  pursue  it.  Some 
tutorial  system  probably  existed  at  most  colleges. 
Learning  was  not  wholly  useless  in  the  Church. 
The  English  gentleman  has  ever  loved  a  nice  and 
classical  scholarship.  But  these  advantages  were 
open  only  to  persons  who  had  received  a  very  strict 
training,  and  who  were  voluntarily  disposed  to 
discipline  themselves  still  more.  To  the  mass  of 
mankind  the  University  was  a  '  graduating  machine  ;  ' 
the  colleges,  monopolist  residences, — hotels  without 
bells. 

Taking  the  place  as  it  stood,  the  lot  of  Gibbon 
may  be  thought  rather  fortunate.  He  was  placed 
at  Magdalen,  whose  fascinating  walks,  so  beautiful 
in  the  later  autumn,  still  recall  the  name  of  Addison, 
the  example  of  the  merits,  as  Gibbon  is  of  the 
deficiencies,  of  Oxford.  His  first  tutor  was,  in  his 
own  opinion,  '  one  of  the  best  of  the  tribe.'  '  Dr. 
Waldegrave  was  a  learned  and  pious  man,  of  a  mild 
disposition,  strict  morals,  and  abstemious  life,  who 
seldom  mingled  in  the  politics  or  the  jollity  of  the 
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college.  But  his  knowledge  of  the  world  was  con- 
fined to  the  University  ;  his  learning  was  of  the 
last,  rather  than  of  the  present  age  ;  his  temper 
was  indolent ;  his  faculties,  which  were  not  of  the 
first  rate,  had  been  relaxed  by  the  climate  ;  and 
he  was  satisfied,  like  his  fellows,  with  the  slight 
and  superficial  discharge  of  an  important  trust.  As 
soon  as  my  tutor  had  sounded  the  insufficiency  of 
his  disciple  in  school-learning,  he  proposed  that  we 
should  read  every  morning,  from  ten  to  eleven,  the 
comedies  of  Terence.  The  sum  of  my  improvement 
in  the  University  of  Oxford  is  confined  to  three  or 
four  Latin  plays  ;  and  even  the  study  of  an  elegant 
classic,  which  might  have  been  illustrated  by  a 
comparison  of  ancient  and  modern  theatres,  was 
reduced  to  a  dry  and  literal  interpretation  of  the 
author's  text.  During  the  first  weeks  I  constantly 
attended  these  lessons  in  my  tutor's  room  ;  but, 
as  they  appeared  equally  devoid  of  profit  and  pleasure, 
I  was  once  tempted  to  try  the  experiment  of  a  formal 
apology.  The  apology  was  accepted  with  a  smile. 
I  repeated  the  offence  with  less  ceremony ;  the 
excuse  was  admitted  with  the  same  indulgence  : 
the  slightest  motive  of  laziness  or  indisposition,  the 
most  trifling  avocation  at  home  or  abroad,  was 
allowed  as  a  worthy  impediment ;  nor  did  my  tutor 
appear  conscious  of  my  absence  or  neglect.  Had 
the  hour  of  lecture  been  constantly  filled,  a  single 
hour  was  a.  small  portion  of  my  academic  leisure. 
No  plan  of  study  was  recommended  for  my  use  ; 
no  exercises  were  prescribed  for  his  inspection  ; 
and  at  the  most  precious  season  of  youth,  whole 
days  and  weeks  were  suffered  to  elapse  without 
labour  or  amusement,  without  advice  or  account.' 

The  name   of   his   second   tutor   is  concealed  in 
asterisks,    and   the   sensitive   conscience   of    Dean 
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Milman  will  not  allow  him  to  insert  a  name  '  which 
Gibbon  thought  proper  to  suppress.'  The  account, 
however,  of  the  anonymous  person  is  sufficiently 
graphic.  '  Dr.  *  *  *  *  well  remembered  that  he 
had  a  salary  to  receive,  and  only  forgot  that  he 
had  a  duty  to  perform.  Instead  of  guiding  the  studies 
and  watching  over  the  behaviour  of  his  disciple,  I 
was  never  summoned  to  attend  even  the  ceremony 
of  a  lecture  ;  and  excepting  one  voluntary  visit  to 
his  rooms,  during  the  eight  months  of  his  titular 
office  the  tutor  and  pupil  lived  in  the  same  college 
as  strangers  to  each  other.'  It  added  to  the  evils 
of  this  neglect,  that  Gibbon  was  much  younger  than 
most  of  the  students  ;  and  that  his  temper,  which 
was  through  life  reserved,  was  then  very  shy.  His 
appearance,  too,  was  odd ;  '  a  thin  little  figure, 
with  a  large  head,  disputing  and  arguing  with  the 
greatest  ability.'  Of  course  he  was  a  joke  among 
undergraduates  ;  he  consulted  his  tutor  as  to  studying 
Arabic,  and  was  seen  buying  La  Bibliotheque  Orientate 
d'Herbelot,  and  immediately  a  legend  was  diffused 
that  he  had  turned  Mahomedan. 

The  random  cast  was  not  so  far  from  the  mark  : 
cut  off  by  peculiarities  from  the  society  of  young 
people  ;  deprived  of  regular  tuition  and  systematic 
employment ;  tumbling  about  among  crude  masses 
of  heterogeneous  knowledge ;  alone  with  the  heated 
brain  of  youth, — he  did  what  an  experienced  man 
would  expect — he  framed  a  theory  of  all  things. 
No  doubt  it  seemed  to  him  the  most  natural  thing  in 
the  world.  Was  he  to  be  the  butt  of  ungenial  wine- 
parties,  or  spend  his  lonely  hours  on  shreds  of 
languages  ?  Was  he  not  to  know  the*  truth  ?  There 
were  the  old  problems,  the  everlasting  difficulties, 
the  mcenia  mundi,  the  Hercules'  pillars  of  the  human 
imagination — '  fate,  free-will,  fore-knowledge  abso- 
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lute.'  x  Surely  these  should  come  first,  when  we 
had  learned  the  great  landmarks,  understood  the 
guiding-stars,  we  might  amuse  ourselves  with  small 
points,  and  make  a  plaything  of  curious  information. 
What  particular  theory  the  mind  frames  when  in 
this  state  is  a  good  deal  matter  of  special  accident. 
The  data  for  considering  these  difficulties  are  not 
within  its  reach.  Whether  man  be  or  be  not  born 
to  solve  the  '  mystery  of  the  knowable,'  he  certainly 
is  not  born  to  solve  it  at  seventeen,  with  the  first 
hot  rush  of  the  untrained  mind.  The  selection 
of  Gibbon  was  remarkable  :  he  became  a  Roman 
Catholic. 

It  seems  now  so  natural  that  an  Oxford  man 
should  take  this  step,  that  one  can  hardly  under- 
stand the  astonishment  it  created.  Lord  Sheffield 
tells  us  that  the  Privy  Council  interfered  ;  and  with 
good  administrative  judgment  examined  a  London 
bookseller — some  Mr.  Lewis — who  had  no  concern 
in  it.  In  the  manor-house  of  Buriton  it  would  have 
probably  created  less  sensation  if  '  dear  Edward ' 
had  announced  his  intention  of  becoming  a  monkey. 
The  English  have  ever  believed  that  the  Papist  is 
a  kind  of  creature  ;  and  every  sound  mind  would 
prefer  a  beloved  child  to  produce  a  tail,  a  hide  of 
hair,  and  a  taste  for  nuts,  in  comparison  with  transub- 
stantiation,  wax-candles,  and  a  belief  in  the  glories 
of  Mary. 

What  exact  motives  impelled  Gibbon  to  this  step 
cannot  now  be  certainly  known ;  the  autobiography 
casts  a  mist  over  them  ;  but,  from  what  appears, 
his  conversion  partly  much  resembled,  and  partly 
altogether  differed  from,  the  Oxford  conversions  of 
our  own  time.  We  hear  nothing  of  the  notes  of  a 
church,  or  the  sin  of  the  Reformation ;  and  Gibbon 

1  Paradise  Lost,  book  ii,  1.  560. 


EDWARD  GIBBON  19 

had  not  an  opportunity  of  even  rejecting  Mr.  Sewell's 1 
theory  that  it  is  '  a  holy  obligation  to  acquiesce  in 
the  opinions  of  your  grandmother.'  His  memoirs 
have  a  halo  of  great  names — Bossuet,  the  History 
of  Protestant  Variations,  etc.  etc. — and  he  speaks 
with  becoming  dignity  of  falling  by  a  noble  hand. 
He  mentioned  also  to  Lord  Sheffield,  as  having  had 
a  prepondering  influence  over  him,  the  works  of 
Father  Parsons,  who  lived  in  Queen  Elizabeth's 
time.  But  in  all  probability  these  were  secondary 
persuasions,  justifications  after  the  event. 

No  young  man,  or  scarcely  any  young  man  of 
seventeen,  was  ever  converted  by  a  systematic 
treatise,  especially  if  written  in  another  age,  wearing 
an  obsolete  look,  speaking  a  language  which  scarcely 
seems  that  of  this  world.  There  is  an  unconscious 
reasoning :  '  The  world  has  had  this  book  before  it 
so  long,  and  has  withstood  it.  There  must  be 
something  wrong ;  it  seems  all  right  on  the  surface, 
but  a  flaw  there  must  be.'  The  mass  of  the  volumes, 
too,  is  unfavourable.  '  All  the  treatises  in  the 
world,'  says  the  young  convert  in  Loss  and  Gain,2 
'  are  not  equal  to  giving  one  a  view  in  a  moment.' 
What  the  youthful  mind  requires  is  this  short  decisive 
argument,  this  view  in  a  moment,  this  flash  as  it 
were  of  the  understanding,  which  settles  all,  and 
diffuses  a  conclusive  light  at  once  and  for  ever  over 
the  whole.  It  is  so  much  the  pleasanter  if  the  young 
mind  can  strike  this  view  out  for  itself,  from  materials 
which  are  forced  upon  it  from  the  controversies  of 
the  day ;  if  it  can  find  a  certain  solution  of  pending 
questions,  and  show  itself  wiser  even  than  the  wisest 
of  its  own,  the  very  last  age.  So  far  as  appears, 
this  was  the  fortune  of  Gibbon.  '  It  was  not  long,' 

1  White's  Professor  of  Moral  Philosophy  at  Oxford  (1836-41). 

2  By  J.  H.  Newman,  chap.  xvii. 
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he  says,  '  since  Dr.  Middleton's  Free  Inquiry  had 
sounded  an  alarm  in  the  theological  world  ;  much 
ink  and  much  gall  had  been  spent  in  defence  of  the 
primitive  miracles  ;  and  the  two  dullest  of  their 
champions  were  crowned  with  academic  honours  by 
the  University  of  Oxford.  The  name  of  Middleton 
was  unpopular  ;  and  his  proscription  very  naturally 
led  me  to  peruse  his  writings  and  those  of  his 
antagonists.1 

It  is  not  difficult  to  discover  in  this  work  easy 
and  striking  arguments  which  might  lead  an  untaught 
mind  to  the  communion  of  Rome.  As  to  the  peculiar 
belief  of  its  author,  there  has  been  much  controversy, 
with  which  we  have  not  here  the  least  concern  ; 
but  the  natural  conclusion  to  which  it  would  lead 
a  simple  intellect  is,  that  all  miracles  are  equally 
certain  or  equally  uncertain.  '  It  being  agreed, 
then,'  says  the  acute  controversialist,  'that  in  the 
original  promise  of  these  miraculous  gifts  there  is 
no  intimation  of  any  particular  period  to  which  their 
continuance  was  limited,  the  next  question  is,  by 
what  sort  of  evidence  the  precise  time  of  their  dura- 
tion is  to  be  determined  ?  But  to  this  point  one 
of  the  writers  just  referred  to  excuses  himself,  as 
we  have  seen,  from  giving  any  answer ;  and  thinks 
it  sufficient  to  declare  in  general  that  the  earliest 
fathers  unanimously  affirm  them  to  have  continued 
down  to  their  times.  Yet  he  has  not  told  us,  as  he 
ought  to  have  done,  to  what  age  he  limits  the  character 
of  the  earliest  fathers  ;  whether  to  the  second  or  to 
the  third  century,  or,  with  the  generality  of  our 
writers,  he  means  also  to  include  the  fourth.  But 
to  whatever  age  he  may  restrain  it,  the  difficulty 
at  last  will  be  to  assign  a  reason  why  we  must  needs 
stop  there.  In  the  meanwhile,  by  his  appealing  thus 
to  the  earliest  fathers  only  as  unanimous  on  this 
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article,  a  common  reader  would  be  apt  to  infer  that 
the  later  fathers  are  more  cold  or  diffident,  or  divided 
upon  it ;  whereas  the  reverse  of  this  is  true,  and  the 
more  we  descend  from  those  earliest  fathers  the 
more  strong  and  explicit  we  find  their  successors  in 
attesting  the  perpetual  succession  and  daily  exertion 
of  the  same  miraculous  powers  in  their  several 
ages  ;  so  that,  if  the  cause  must  be  determined  by 
the  unanimous  consent  of  fathers,  we  shall  find  as 
much  reason  to  believe  that  those  powers  were 
continued  even  to  the  latest  ages  as  to  any  other, 
how  early  and  primitive  soever,  after  the  days  of 
the  apostles.  But  the  same  writer  gives  us  two 
reasons  why  he  does  not  choose  to  say  anything 
upon  the  subject  of  their  duration :  ist,  because 
there  is  not  light  enough  in  history  to  settle  it ;  2ndly, 
because  the  thing  itself  is  of  no  concern  to  tis.  As  to 
his  first  reason,  I  am  at  a  loss  to  conceive  what 
further  light  a  professed  advocate  of  the  primitive 
ages  and  fathers  can  possibly  require  in  this  case. 
For  as  far  as  the  Church  historians  can  illustrate 
or  throw  light  upon  anything,  there  is  not  a  single 
point  in  all  history  so  constantly,  explicitly,  and 
unanimously  affirmed  by  them  all,  as  the  continual 
succession  of  these  powers  through  all  ages,  from 
the  earliest  father  who  first  mentions  them  down 
to  the  time  of  the  Reformation.  Which  same 
succession  is  still  further  deduced  by  persons  of  the 
most  eminent  character  for  their  probity,  learning, 
and  dignity  in  the  Romish  Church,  to  this  very  day. 
So  that  the  only  doubt  which  can  remain  with  us 
is,  whether  the  Church  historians  are  to  be  trusted  or 
not  ;  for  if  any  credit  be  due  to  them  in  the  present 
case,  it  must  reach  either  to  all  or  to  none  ;  because 
the  reason  of  believing  them  in  any  one  age  will 
be  found  to  be  of  equal  force  in  all,  as  far  as  it  depends 
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on  the  characters  of  the  persons  attesting,  or  the 
nature  of  the  things  attested.'  *• 

In  terms  this  and  the  whole  of  Middleton's  argument 
is  so  shaped  as  to  avoid  including  in  its  scope  the 
miracles  of  Scripture,  which  are  mentioned  throughout 
with  eulogiums  and  acquiescence,  and  so  as  to  make 
you  doubt  whether  the  author  believed  them  or  not. 
This  is  exactly  one  of  the  pretences  which  the  young 
strong  mind  delights  to  tear  down.  It  would  argue, 
'  This  writer  evidently  means  that  the  apostolic 
miracles  have  just  as  much  evidence  and  no  more 
than  the  popish  or  the  patristic  ;  and  how  strong  ' 
— for  Middleton  is  a  master  of  telling  statement — 
'  he  shows  that  evidence  to  be  !  I  won't  give  up 
the  apostolic  miracles,  I  cannot ;  yet  I  must  believe 
what  has  as  much  of  historical  testimony  in  its 
favour.  It  is  no  reductio  ad  absurdum  that  we 
must  go  over  to  the  Church  of  Rome  ;  it  is  the  most 
diffused  of  Christian  creeds,  the  oldest  of  Christian 
Churches.'  And  so  the  logic  of  the  sceptic  becomes, 
as  often  since,  the  most  efficient  instrument  of  the 
all- believing  and  all- determining  Church. 

The  consternation  of  Gibbon's  relatives  seems  to 
have  been  enormous.  They  cast  about  what  to 
do.  From  the  experience  of  Oxford,  they  perhaps 
thought  that  it  would  be  useless  to  have  recourse 
to  the  Anglican  clergy ;  this  resource  had  failed. 
So  they  took  him  to  Mr.  Mallet,  a  Deist,  to  see  if 
he  could  do  anything  ;  but  he  did  nothing.  Their 
next  step  was  nearly  as  extraordinary.  They 
placed  him  at  Lausanne,  in  the  house  of  M.  Pavilliard 
a  French  Protestant  minister.  After  the  easy 
income,  complete  independence,  and  unlimited 
credit  of  an  English  undergraduate,  he  was  thrown 
into  a  foreign  country,  deprived,  as  he  says,  by 
1  Preface  to  Free  Inquiry.  [P.M.] 
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ignorance  of  the  language,  both  of  '  speech  and 
hearing/ — in  the  position  of  a  schoolboy,  with  a 
small  allowance  of  pocket-money,  and  without  the 
Epicurean  comforts  on  which  he  already  set  some 
value.  He  laments  the  '  indispensable  comfort  of 
a  servant,'  and  the  '  sordid  and  uncleanly  table  of 
Madame  Pavilliard.'  In  our  own  day  the  watchful 
sagacity  of  Cardinal  Wiseman  would  hardly  allow 
a  promising  convert  of  expectations  and  talents  to 
remain  unsolaced  in  so  pitiful  a  situation ;  we 
should  hear  soothing  offers  of  flight  or  succour, 
some  insinuation  of  a  Popish  domestic  and  interesting 
repasts.  But  a  hundred  years  ago,  the  attention 
of  the  Holy  See  was  very  little  directed  to  our  English 
youth,  and  Gibbon  was  left  to  endure  his  position. 

It  is  curious  that  he  made  himself  comfortable. 
Though  destitute  of  external  comforts  which  he 
did  not  despise,  he  found  what  was  the  greatest 
luxury  to  his  disposition,  steady  study  and  regular 
tuition.  His  tutor  was,  of  course,  to  convert  him 
if  he  could  ;  but  as  they  had  no  language  in  common, 
there  was  the  preliminary  occupation  of  teaching 
French.  During  five  years  both  tutor  and  pupil 
steadily  exerted  themselves  to  repair  the  defects 
of  a  neglected  and  ill-grounded  education.  We  hear 
of  the  perusal  of  Terence,  Virgil,  Horace,  and 
Tacitus.  Cicero  was  translated  into  French,  and 
translated  back  again  into  Latin.  In  both  languages 
the  pupil's  progress  was  sound  and  good.  From 
letters  of  his  which  still  exist,  it  is  clear  that  he  then 
acquired  the  exact  and  steady  knowledge  of  Latin 
of  which  he  afterwards  made  so  much  use.  His 
circumstances  compelled  him  to  master  French. 
If  his  own  letters  are  to  be  trusted,  he  would  be 
an  example  of  his  own  doctrine,  that  no  one  is 
thoroughly  master  of  more  than  one  language  at 
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a  time  ;  they  read  like  the  letters  of  a  Frenchman 
trying  and  failing  to  write  English.  But  perhaps 
there  was  a  desire  to  magnify  his  continental  progress, 
and  towards  the  end  of  the  time  some  wish  to  make 
his  friends  fear  he  was  forgetting  his  own  language. 

Meantime  the  work  of  conversion  was  not  for- 
gotten. In  some  letters  which  are  extant,  M. 
Pavilliard  celebrates  the  triumph  of  his  logic.  '  J'ai 
ren verse,'  says  the  pastor,  '  1'infaillibilite  de  1'Eglise  ; 
j'ai  prouve  que  jamais  Saint  Pierre  n'a  e"te  chef  des 
apotres  ;  que  quand  il  1'aurait  ete,  le  pape  n'est 
point  son  successeur  ;  qu'il  est  douteux  que  Saint 
Pierre  ait  jamais  ete  a  Rome  ;  mais  suppose  qu'il 
y  ait  ete,  il  n'a  pas  ete  eveque  de  cette  ville  ;  que 
la  transubstantiation  est  une  invention  humaine, 
et  peu  ancienne  dans  1'Eglise/  and  so  on  through 
the  usual  list  of  Protestant  arguments.  He  magnifies 
a  little  Gibbon's  strength  of  conviction,  as  it  makes 
the  success  of  his  own  logic  seem  more  splendid  ; 
but  states  two  curious  things  :  first,  that  Gibbon 
at  least  pretended  to  believe  in  the  Pretender,  and 
what  is  more  amazing  still — all  but  incredible — 
that  he  fasted.  Such  was  the  youth  of  the  Epicurean 
historian  ! 

It  is  probable,  however,  that  the  skill  of  the 
Swiss  pastor  was  not  the  really  operating  cause 
of  the  event.  Perhaps  experience  shows  that  the 
converts  which  Rome  has  made,  with  the  threat 
of  unbelief  and  the  weapons  of  the  sceptic,  have 
rarely  been  permanent  or  advantageous  to  her.  It 
is  at  best  but  a  dangerous  logic  to  drive  men  to  the 
edge  and  precipice  of  scepticism,  in  the  hope  that 
they  will  recoil  in  horror  to  the  very  interior  of 
credulity.  Possibly  men  may  show  their  courage 
— they  may  vanquish  the  argumentum  ad  terrorem 
— they  may  not  find  scepticism  so  terrible.  This  last 
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was  Gibbon's  case.  A  more  insidious  adversary 
than  the  Swiss  theology  was  at  hand  to  sap  his 
Roman  Catholic  belief. 

Pavilliard  had  a  fair  French  library — not  ill  stored 
in  the  recent  publications  of  that  age — of  which 
he  allowed  his  pupil  the  continual  use.  It  was  as 
impossible  to  open  any  of  them  and  not  come  in 
contact  with  infidelity,  as  to  come  to  England  and 
not  to  see  a  green  field.-  Scepticism  is  not  so  much 
a  part  of  the  French  literature  of  that  day  as  its 
animating  spirit — its  essence,  its  vitality.  You  can 
no  more  cut  it  out  and  separate  it,  than  you  can 
extract  from  Wordsworth  his  conception  of  nature, 
or  from  Swift  his  common-sense.  And  it  is  of  the 
subtlest  kind.  It  has  little  in  common  with  the 
rough  disputation  of  the  English  deist,  or  the  per- 
plexing learning  of  the  German  theologian,  but 
works  with  a  tool  more  insinuating  than  either. 
It  is,  in  truth,  but  the  spirit  of  the  world,  which 
does  not  argue,  but  assume  [s]  ;  which  does  not  so 
much  elaborate,  as  hint[s]  ;  which  does  not  examine, 
but  suggest  [s].  With  the  traditions  of  the  Church 
it  contrasts  traditions  of  its  own  ;  its  technicalities 
are  bon  sens,  I' usage  du  monde,  le  fanatisme,  I'enthoU' 
siasme  ;  to  high  hopes,  noble  sacrifices,  awful  lives, 
it  opposes  quiet  ease,  skilful  comfort,  placid  sense, 
polished  indifference.  Old  as  transubstantiation 
may  be,  it  is  not  older  than  Horace  and  Lucian. 
Lord  Byron,  in  the  well-known  lines,1  has  coupled 
the  names  of  the  two  literary  exiles  on  the  Leman 
Lake.  The  page  of  Voltaire  could  not  but  remind 
Gibbon  that  the  scepticism  from  which  he  had 

1  '  Rousseau — Voltaire — our  Gibbon — and  de  Stael — 
Leman,  these  names  are  worthy  of  thy  shore, 
Thy  shore  of  names  like  these  ! '  .  .  . 

'  Sonnet  to  Lake  Leman  '  (1816). 
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revolted  was  compatible  with  literary  eminence  and 
European  fame — gave  a  piquancy  to  ordinary 
writing — was  the  very  expression  of  caustic  caution 
and  gentlemanly  calm. 

The  grave  and  erudite  habits  of  Gibbon  soon  de- 
veloped themselves.  Independently  of  these  abstruse 
theological  disputations,  he  spent  many  hours  daily 
— rising  early  and  reading  carefully — on  classical 
and  secular  learning.  He  was  not,  however,  wholly 
thus  engrossed.  There  was  in  the  neighbourhood 
of  Lausanne  a  certain  Mademoiselle  Curchod,  to 
whom  he  devoted  some  of  his  time.  She  seems  to 
have  been  a  morbidly  rational  lady ;  at  least  she 
had  a  grave  taste.  Gibbon  could  not  have  been  a 
very  enlivening  lover ;  he  was  decidedly  plain,  and 
his  predominating  taste  was  for  solid  learning. 
But  this  was  not  all ;  she  formed  an  attachment 
to  M.  Necker,  afterwards  the  most  slow  of  premiers, 
whose  financial  treatises  can  hardly  have  been 
agreeable  even  to  a  Genevese  beauty.  This  was, 
however,  at  a  later  time.  So  far  as  appears,  Gibbon 
was  her  first  love.  How  extreme  her  feelings  were 
one  does  not  know.  Those  of  Gibbon  can  scarcely 
be  supposed  to  have  done  him  any  harm.  However, 
there  was  an  intimacy,  a  flirtation,  an  engagement — 
when,  as  usual,  it  appeared  that  neither  had  any 
money.  That  the  young  lady  should  procure  any 
seems  to  have  been  out  of  the  question ;  and 
Gibbon,  supposing  that  he  might,  wrote  to  his 
father. 

The  reply  was  unfavourable.  Gibbon's  mother 
was  dead  ;  Mr.  Gibbon  senior  was  married  again  ; 
and  even  in  other  circumstances  would  have  been 
scarcely  ready  to  encourage  a  romantic  engagement 
to  a  lady  with  nothing.  She  spoke  no  English,  too, 
and  marriage  with  a  person  speaking  only  French 
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is  still  regarded  as  a  most  unnatural  event ;  forbidden 
not  indeed  by  the  literal  law  of  the  Church,  but  by 
those  higher  instinctive  principles  of  our  nature, 
to  which  the  bluntest  own  obedience.  No  father 
could  be  expected  to  violate  at  once  pecuniary 
duties  and  patriotic  principles.  Mr.  Gibbon  senior 
forbade  the  match.  The  young  lady  does  not  seem 
to  have  been  quite  ready  to  relinquish  all  hope  ; 
but  she  had  shown  a  grave  taste,  and  fixed  her 
affections  on  a  sound  and  cold  mind.  '  I  sighed/ 
narrates  the  historian,  '  as  a  lover  ;  but  I  obeyed 
as  a  son/  '  I  have  seen,'  says  M.  Suard,  '  the  letter 
in  which  Gibbon  communicated  to  Mademoiselle 
Curchod  the  opposition  of  his  father  to  their  marriage. 
The  first  pages  are  tender  and  melancholy,  as  might 
be  expected  from  an  unhappy  lover  ;  the  latter 
become  by  degrees  calm  and  reasonable  ;  and  the 
letter  concludes  with  these  words  :  C'est  pourquoi, 
mademoiselle,  j'ai  1'honneur  d'etre  votre  tres-humble 
et  tres-obeissant  serviteur,  Edward  Gibbon.'  Her 
father  died  soon  afterwards,  and  'she  retired  to 
Geneva,  where,  by  teaching  young  ladies,  she  earned 
hard  subsistence  for  herself  and  her  mother ;  '  but 
the  tranquil  disposition  of  her  admirer  preserved 
him  from  any  romantic  display  of  sympathy  and 
fidelity. 

He  continued  to  study  various  readings  in  Cicero,  as 
well  as  the  passage  of  Hannibal  over  the  Alps;  and  with 
those  affectionate  resources  set  sentiment  at  defiance. 
Yet  thirty  years  later  the  lady,  then  the  wife  of  the 
most  conspicuous  man  in  Europe,  was  able  to  suggest 
useful  reflections  to  an  aged  bachelor,  slightly 
dreaming  of  a  superannuated  marriage  :  '  Gardez- 
vous,  monsieur,  de  former  un  de  ces  liens  tardifs  : 
le-  mariage  qui  rend  heureux  dans  1'age  mur,  c'est 
celui  qui  fut  contract e  dans  la  jeunesse.  Alors 
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seulement  la  reunion  est  parfaite,  les  gouts  se  com- 
muniquent,  les  sentimens  se  repandent,  les  idees 
deviennent  communes,  les  facultes  intellectuelles  se 
modelent  mutuellement.  Toute  la  vie  est  double, 
et  toute  la  vie  est  une  prolongation  de  la  jeunesse  ; 
car  les  impressions  de  Tame  commandent  aux  yeux, 
et  la  beaut6  qui  n'est  plus  conserve  encore  son 
empire  ;  mais  pour  vous,  monsieur,  dans  toute  la 
vigueur  de  la  pensee,  lorsque  toute  Texistence  est 
decidee,  Ton  ne  pourroit  sans  un  miracle  trouver 
une  femme  digne  de  vous  ;  et  une  association  d'un 
genre  imparfait  rappelle  toujours  la  statue  d' Horace, 
qui  joint  a  une  belle  tete  le  corps  d'un  stupide  poisson. 
Vous  etes  marie  avec  la  gloire.'  She  was  then  a 
cultivated  French  lady,  giving  an  account  of  the 
reception  of  the  Decline  and  Fall  at  Paris,  and  ex- 
pressing rather  peculiar  ideas  on  the  style  of  Tacitus. 
The  world  had  come  round  to  her  side,  and  she 
explains  to  her  old  lover  rather  well  her  happiness 
with  M.  Necker. 

After  living  nearly  five  years  at  Lausanne,  Gibbon 
returned  to  England.  Continental  residence  has 
made  a  great  alteration  in  many  Englishmen  ;  but 
few  have  undergone  so  complete  a  metamorphosis 
as  Edward  Gibbon.  He  left  his  own  country  a 
hot-brained  and  ill-taught  youth,  willing  to  sacrifice 
friends  and  expectations  for  a  superstitious  and 
half-known  creed  ;  he  returned  a  cold  and  accom- 
plished man,  master  of  many  accurate  ideas,  little 
likely  to  hazard  any  coin  for  any  faith  :  already, 
it  is  probable,  inclined  in  secret  to  a  cautious  scepti- 
cism ;  placing  thereby,  as  it  were,  upon  a  system 
the  frigid  prudence  and  un  venturing  incredulity 
congenial  to  his  character.  His  change  of  character 
changed  his  position  among  his  relatives.  His 
father,  he  says,  met  him  as  a  friend ;  and  they 
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continued  thenceforth  on  a  footing  of  '  easy 
intimacy.' 

Especially  after  the  little  affair  of  Mademoiselle 
Curchod,  and  the  '  very  sensible  view  he  took  in 
that  instance  of  the  matrimonial  relation/  there 
can  be  but  little  question  that  Gibbon  was  justly 
regarded  as  a  most  safe  young  man,  singularly 
prone  to  large  books,  and  a  little  too  fond  of  French 
phrases  and  French  ideas  ;  but  yet  with  a  great 
feeling  of  common-sense,  and  a  wise  preference  of 
permanent  money  to  transitory  sentiment.  His 
father  allowed  him  a  moderate,  and  but  a  moderate, 
income,  which  he  husbanded  with  great  care,  and 
only  voluntarily  expended  in  the  purchase  and 
acquisition  of  serious  volumes.  He  lived  an  exter- 
nally idle  but  really  studious  life,  varied  by  tours 
in  France  and  Italy ;  the  toils  of  which,  though 
not  in  description  very  formidable,  a  trifle  tried 
a  sedentary  habit,  and  somewhat  corpulent  body. 
The  only  English  avocation  which  he  engaged  in 
was,  oddly  enough,  war.  It  does  not  appear  the 
most  likely  in  this  pacific  country,  nor  does  he 
seem  exactly  the  man  for  la  grande  guerre  ;  but  so 
it  was  ;  and  the  fact  is  an  example  of  a  really  Anglican 
invention.  The  English  have  discovered  pacific 
war.  We  may  not  be  able  to  kill  people  as  well 
as  the  French,  or  fit  out  and  feed  distant  armaments 
as  neatly  as  they  do  ;  but  we  are  unrivalled  at  a 
quiet  armament  here  at  home  which  never  kills 
anybody,  and  never  wants  to  be  sent  anywhere. 
A  '  constitutional  militia '  is  a  beautiful  example 
of  the  mild  efficacy  of  civilisation,  which  can  convert 
even  the  '  great  manslaying  profession  '  (as  Carlyle 
calls  it)  into  a  quiet  and  dining  association. 

Into  this  force  Gibbon  was  admitted  ;  and  immedi- 
ately, contrary  to  his  anticipations,  and  very  much 
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against  his  will,  was  called  out  for  permanent  duty. 
The  hero  of  the  corps  was  a  certain  dining  Sir  Thomas, 
who  used  at  the  end  of  each  new  bottle  to  announce 
with  increasing  joy  how  much  soberer  he  had  become. 
What  his  fellow-officers  thought  of  Gibbon's  French 
predilections  and  large  volumes  it  is  not  difficult 
to  conjecture ;  and  he  complains  bitterly  of  the 
interruption  to  his  studies.  However,  his  easy 
composed  nature  soon  made  itself  at  home  ;  his 
polished  tact  partially  concealed  from  the  '  mess  ' 
his  recondite  pursuits,  and  he  contrived  to  make 
the  Hampshire  armament  of  classical  utility.  '  I 
read,'  he  says,  '  the  Analysis  of  Caesar's  Campaign 
in  Africa.  Every  motion  of  that  great  general 
is  laid  open  with  a  critical  sagacity.  A  complete 
military  history  of  his  campaigns  would  do  almost 
as  much  honour  to  M.  Guichardt  as  to  Caesar.  This 
finished  the  Memoires,  which  gave  me  a  much  clearer 
notion  of  ancient  tactics  than  I  ever  had  before. 
Indeed,  my  own  military  knowledge  was  of  some 
service  to  me,  as  I  am  well  acquainted  with  the 
modern  discipline  and  exercise  of  a  battalion.  So 
that,  though  much  inferior  to  M.  Folard  and  M. 
Guichardt,  who  had  seen  service,  I  am  a  much 
better  judge  than  Salmasius,  Casaubon,  or  Lipsius  ; 
mere  scholars,  who  perhaps  had  never  seen  a  battalion 
under  arms.'  1 

The  real  occupation  of  Gibbon,  as  this  quotation 
might  suggest,  was  his  reading  ;  and  this  was  of  a 
peculiar  sort.  There  are  many  kinds  of  readers, 
and  each  has  a  sort  of  perusal  suitable  to  his  kind. 
There  is  the  voracious  reader,  like  Dr.  Johnson, 
who  extracts  with  grasping  appetite  the  large  features, 
the  mere  essence  of  a  trembling  publication,  and 
rejects  the  rest  with  contempt  and  disregard.  There 

1  Journal,  2316  May  1762.    [F.M.] 
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is  the  subtle  reader,  who  pursues  with  fine  attention 
the  most  imperceptible  and  delicate  ramifications 
of  an  interesting  topic,  marks  slight  traits,  notes 
changing  manners,  has  a  keen  eye  for  the  character 
of  his  author,  is  minutely  attentive  to  every  prejudice 
and  awake  to  every  passion,  watches  syllables  and 
waits  on  words,  is  alive  to  the  light  air  of  nice  associa- 
tions which  float  about  every  subject — the  motes  in 
the  bright  sunbeam — the  delicate  gradations  of 
the  passing  shadows.  There  is  the  stupid  reader, 
who  prefers  dull  books — is  generally  to  be  known 
by  his  disregard  of  small  books  and  English  books, 
but  likes  masses  in  modern  Latin,  Grcevius  de  torpors 
mirabili  ;  Horrificus  de  gravitate  sapientice. 

But  Gibbon  was  not  of  any  of  these  classes.  He 
was  what  common  people  would  call  a  matter-of-fact, 
and  philosophers  nowadays  a  positive  reader.  No 
disciple  of  M.  Comte  could  attend  more  strictly  to 
precise  and  provable  phenomena.  His  favourite 
points  are  those  which  can  be  weighed  and  measured. 
Like  the  dull  reader,  he  had  perhaps  a  preference 
for  huge  books  in  unknown  tongues  ;  but,  on  the 
other  hand,  he  wished  those  books  to  contain  real 
and  accurate  information.  He  liked  the  firm  earth 
of  positive  knowledge.  His  fancy  was  not  flexible 
enough  for  exquisite  refinement,  his  imagination 
too  slow  for  light  and  wandering  literature ;  but 
he  felt  no  love  of  dulness  in  itself,  and  had  a  prompt 
acumen  for  serious  eloquence. 

This  was  his  kind  of  reflection.  '  The  author 
of  the  Adventurer,  No.  127  (Mr.  Joseph  Warton, 
concealed  under  the  signature  of  Z),  concludes 
his  ingenious  parallel  of  the  ancients  and  moderns 
by  the  following  remark  :  "  That  age  will  never 
again  return,  when  a  Pericles,  after  walking  with 
Plato  in  a  portico  built  by  Phidias  and  painted  by 
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Apelles,  might  repair  to  hear  a  pleading  of  Demos- 
thenes or  a  tragedy  of  Sophocles."  It  will  never 
return,  because  it  never  existed.  Pericles  (who 
died  in  the  fourth  year  of  the  Lxxxixth  Olympiad. 
ant.  Ch.  429,  Dio.  Sic.  1.  xii.  46)  was  confessedly 
the  patron  of  Phidias,  and  the  contemporary  of 
Sophocles  ;  but  he  could  enjoy  no  very  great  pleasure 
in  the  conversation  of  Plato,  who  was  born  in  the 
same  year  that  he  himself  died  (Diogenes  Laertius 
in  Platone,  v.  Stanley's  History  of  Philosophy,  p.  154). 
The  error  is  still  more  extraordinary  with  regard 
to  Apelles  and  Demosthenes,  since  both  the  painter 
and  the  orator  survived  Alexander  the  Great,  whose 
death  is  above  a  century  posterior  to  that  of  Pericles 
(in  323).  And  indeed,  though  Athens  was  the 
seat  of  every  liberal  art  from  the  days  of  Themis- 
tocles  to  those  of  Demetrius  Phalereus,  yet  no 
particular  era  will  afford  Mr.  Warton  the  complete 
synchronism  he  seems  to  wish  for ;  as  tragedy 
was  deprived  of  her  famous  triumvirate  before  the 
arts  of  philosophy  and  eloquence  had  attained 
the  pertection  which  they  soon  after  received  from 
the  hands  of  Plato,  Aristotle,  and  Demosthenes.'  1 

And  wonderful  is  it  for  what  Mr.  Hallam  calls 
'  the  lanquid  students  of  our  present  age  '  to  turn 
over  the  journal  of  his  daily  studies.  It  is  true, 
it  seems  to  have  been  revised  by  himself ;  and 
so  great  a  narrator  would  group  effectively  facts 
with  which  he  was  so  familiar  ;  but  allowing  any 
discount  (if  we  may  use  so  mean  a  word)  for  the 
skilful  art  of  the  impressive  historian,  there  will 
yet  remain  in  the  Extraits  de  mon  Journal  a  wonderful 

1  This  passage  is  to  be  found  only  in  Lord  Sheffield's  five-volume 
edition  of  the  Miscellanies  (1814),  being  No.  30  of  the  Index  Ex- 
pugatorius  (vol.  v.)  ;  the  so-called  'reprint'  of  1837  omits  this 
and  other  matter.  [P.M.] 
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monument  of  learned  industry.  You  may  open 
anywhere.  '  Dissertation  on  the  Medal  of  Smyrna, 
by  M.  de  Boze :  replete  with  erudition  and 
taste ;  containing  curious  researches  on  the 
preeminence  of  the  cities  of  Asia. — Researches  on 
the  Polypus,  by  Mr.  Trembley.  A  new  world  : 
throwing  light  on  physics,  but  darkening  meta- 
physics.— Vegetius's  Institutions.  This  writer  on 
tactics  has  good  general  notions  ;  but  his  particular 
account  of  the  Roman  discipline  is  deformed  by 
confusion  and  anachronisms.'  Or,  '  I  this  day 
began  a  very  considerable  task,  which  was  to  read 
Cluverius'  Italia  Antiqua,  in  two  volumes  folio, 
Leyden,  1624,  Elzevirs  ;  '  and  it  appears  he  did 
read  it  as  well  as  begin  it,  which  is  the  point  where 
most  enterprising  men  would  have  failed. 

From  the  time  of  his  residence  at  Lausanne  his 
Latin  scholarship  had  been  sound  and  good,  and 
his  studies  were  directed  to  the  illustration  of  the 
best  Roman  authors  ;  but  it  is  curious  to  find  on  the 
i6th  of  August  1761,  after  his  return  to  England, 
and  when  he  was  twenty-four  years  old,  the  following 
extract  :  '  I  have  at  last  finished  the  Iliad.  As  I 
undertook  it  to  improve  myself  in  the  Greek  language, 
which  I  had  totally  neglected  for  some  years  past, 
and  to  which  I  never  applied  myself  with  a  proper 
attention,  I  must  give  a  reason  why  I  began  with 
Homer,  and  that  contrary  to  Le  Gere's  advice.  I  had 
two  :  ist,  As  Homer  is  the  most  ancient  Greek  author 
(excepting  perhaps  Hesiod)  who  is  now  extant ;  and 
as  he  was  not  only  the  poet,  but  the  lawgiver,  the 
theologian,  the  historian,  and  the  philosopher  of  the 
ancients,  every  succeeding  writer  is  full  of  quotations 
from,  or  allusions  to  his  writings,  which  it  would 
be  difficult  to  understand  without  a  previous  know- 
ledge of  them.  In  this  situation,  was  it  not  natural 
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to  follow  the  ancients  themselves,  who  always  began 
their  studies  by  the  perusal  of  Homer  ?  2ndly,  No 
writer  ever  treated  such  a  variety  of  subjects.  As 
every  part  of  civil,  military,  or  economical  life  is 
introduced  into  his  poems,  and  as  the  simplicity  of 
his  age  allowed  him  to  call  everything  by  its  proper 
name,  almost  the  whole  compass  of  the  Greek 
tongue  is  comprised  in  Homer.  I  have  so  far  met 
with  the  success  I  hoped  for,  that  I  have  acquired 
a  great  facility  in  reading  the  language,  and  treasured 
up  a  very  great  stock  of  words.  What  I  have  rather 
neglected  is  the  grammatical  construction  of  them, 
and  especially  the  many  various  inflexions  of  the 
verbs.  In  order  to  acquire  that  dry  but  necessary 
branch  of  knowledge,  I  propose  bestowing  some 
time  every  morning  on  the  perusal  of  the 
Greek  Grammar  of  Port  Royal,  as  one  of  the  best 
extant.  I  believe  that  I  read  nearly  one-half  of 
Homer  like  a  mere  schoolboy,  not  enough  master  of 
the  words  to  elevate  myself  to  the  poetry.  The 
remainder  I  read  with  a  good  deal  of  care  and  critic- 
ism, and  made  many  observations  on  them.  Some 
I  have  inserted  here  ;  for  the  rest  I  shall  find  a 
proper  place.  Upon  the  whole,  I  think  that  Homer's 
few  faults  (for  some  he  certainly  has)  are  lost  in  the 
variety  of  his  beauties.  I  expected  to  have  finished 
him  long  before.  The  delay  was  owing  partly  to  the 
circumstances  of  my  way  of  life  and  avocations,  and 
partly  to  my  own  fault ;  for  while  every  one  looks 
on  me  as  a  prodigy  of  application,  I  know  myself 
how  strong  a  propensity  I  have  to  indolence.' 

Posterity  will  confirm  the  contemporary  theory 
that  he  was  a  '  prodigy  '  of  steady  study.  Those 
who  know  what  the  Greek  language  is,  how  much  of 
the  Decline  and  Fall  depends  on  Greek  authorities, 
how  few  errors  the  keen  criticism  of  divines  and 
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scholars  has  been  able  to  detect  in  his  employment 
of  them,  will  best  appreciate  the  patient  everyday 
labour  which  could  alone  repair  the  early  neglect 
of  so  difficult  an  attainment. 

It  is  odd  how  little  Gibbon  wrote,  at  least  for  the 
public,  in  early  life.  More  than  twenty- two  years 
elapsed  from  his  first  return  from  Lausanne  to  the 
appearance  of  the  first  volume  of  his  great  work, 
and  in  that  long  interval  his  only  important  publica- 
tion, if  it  can  indeed  be  so  called,  was  a  French  essay, 
Sur  I' Etude  de  la  Litter  ature,  which  contains  some 
sensible  remarks,  and  shows  much  regular  reading  ; 
but  which  is  on  the  whole  a  '  conceivable  treatise,' 
and  would  be  wholly  forgotten  if  it  had  been  written 
by  any  one  else.  It  was  little  read  in  England,  and 
must  have  been  a  serious  difficulty  to  his  friends  in 
the  militia  ;  but  the  Parisians  read  it,  or  said  they  had 
read  it,  which  is  more  in  their  way,  and  the  fame  of 
being  a  French  author  was  a  great  aid  to  him  in 
foreign  society.  It  flattered,  indeed,  the  French 
literati  more  than  any  one  can  now  fancy. 

The  French  had  then  the  idea  that  it  was  un- 
civilised to  speak  any  other  language,  and  the  notion 
of  writing  any  other  seemed  quite  a  betise.  By  a 
miserable  misfortune  you  might  not  know  French, 
but  at  least  you  could  conceal  it  assiduously ;  white 
paper  anyhow  might  go  unsoiled  ;  posterity  at  least 
should  not  hear  of  such  ignorance.  The  Parisian 
was  to  be  the  universal  tongue.  And  it  did  not  seem 
absurd,  especially  to  those  only  slightly  acquainted 
with  foreign  countries,  that  this  might  in  part  be  so. 
Politicial  eminence  had  given  their  language  a 
diplomatic  supremacy.  No  German  literature  ex- 
isted as  yet ;  Italy  had  ceased  to  produce  important 
books.  There  was  only  England  left  to  dispute  the 
literary  omnipotence ;  and  such  an  attempt  as 
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Gibbon's  was  a  peculiarly  acceptable  flattery,  for  it 
implied  that  her  most  cultivated  men  were  beginning 
to  abandon  their  own  tongue,  and  to  write  like  other 
nations  in  the  cosmopolitan  lingua  franca.  A  few 
far-seeing  observers,  however,  already  contemplated 
the  train  of  events  which  at  the  present  day  give 
such  a  preponderating  influence  to  our  own  writers, 
and  make  it  an  arduous  matter  even  to  explain  the 
conceivableness  of  the  French  ambition. 

Of  all  men  living  then  or  since,  David  Hume  was 
the  most  likely  from  prejudice  and  habit  to  take  an 
unfavourable  view  of  English  literary  influence  ;  he 
had  more  literary  fame  than  he  deserved  in  France, 
and  less  in  England  ;  he  had  much  of  the  French 
neatness,  he  had  but  little  of  the  English  nature ; 
yet  his  cold  and  discriminating  intellect  at  once 
emancipated  him  from  the  sophistries  which  imposed 
on  those  less  watchful.  He  wrote  to  Gibbon  :  '  I 
have  only  one  objection,  derived  from  the  language 
in  which  it  is  written.  Why  do  you  compose  in 
French,  and  carry  faggots  into  the  wood,  as  Horace 
says  with  regard  to  Romans  who  wrote  in  Greek  ? 
I  grant  that  you  have  a  like  motive  to  those  Romans, 
and  adopt  a  language  much  more  generally  diffused 
than  your  native  tongue  ;  but  have  you  not  remarked 
the  fate  of  those  two  ancient  languages  in  the  follow- 
ing ages  ?  The  Latin,  though  then  less  celebrated 
and  confined  to  more  narrow  limits,  has  in  some 
measure  outlived  the  Greek,  and  is  now  more 
generally  understood  by  men  of  letters.  Let  the 
French,  therefore,  triumph  in  the  present  diffusion 
of  their  tongue.  Our  solid  and  increasing  establish- 
ments in  America,  where  we  need  less  dread  the 
inundation  of  barbarians,  promise  a  superior  stability 
and  duration  to  the  English  language.' J  The  cool 

1  24th  October,  1767.     Given  in  note  to  the  Memoirs.     [F.M.] 
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sceptic  was  correct.  The  great  breeding  people 
have  gone  out  and  multiplied  ;  colonies  in  every 
clime  attest  our  success  ;  French  is  the  patois  of 
Europe  ;  English  is  the  language  of  the  world. 

Gibbon  took  the  advice  of  his  sagacious  friend,  and 
prepared  himself  for  the  composition  of  his  great 
work  in  English.  His  studies  were  destined,  however, 
to  undergo  an  interruption.  '  Yesterday  morning,' 
he  wrote  to  a  friend,  '  about  half  an  hour  after  seven, 
as  I  was  destroying  an  army  of  Barbarians,  I  heard 
a  double  rap  at  the  door,  and  my  friend  Mr.  Eliot  was 
soon  introduced.  After  some  idle  conversation, 
he  told  me  that  if  I  was  desirous  of  being  in  Parlia- 
ment, he  had  an  independent  seat  very  much  at  my 
service.'  The  borough  was  Liskeard  ;  and  the 
epithet  independent  is,  of  course,  ironical,  Mr.  Eliot 
being  himself  the  constituency  of  that  place.  The 
offer  was  accepted,  and  one  of  the  most  learned  of 
members  of  Parliament  took  his  seat. 

The  political  life  of  Gibbon  is  briefly  described. 
He  was  a  supporter  of  Lord  North.  That  well-known 
statesman  was,  in  the  most  exact  sense,  a  repre- 
sentative man, — although  representative  of  the 
class  of  persons  most  out  of  favour  with  the  tran- 
scendental thinkers  who  invented  this  name.  Germans 
deny  it,  but  in  every  country  common  opinions  are 
very  common.  Everywhere,  there  exists  the  com- 
fortable mass  ;  quiet,  sagacious,  short-sighted, — 
such  as  the  Jews  whom  Rabshakeh  tempted  by 
their  vine  and  their  fig-tree  ;  such  as  the  English 
with  their  snug  dining-room  and  after-dinner  nap, 
domestic  happiness  and  Bullo  coal ;  sensible,  solid 
men,  without  stretching  irritable  reason,  but  with 
a  placid,  supine  instinct ;  without  originality  and 
without  folly ;  judicious  in  their  dealings,  respected 
in  the  world ;  wanting  little,  sacrificing  nothing  ; 
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good-tempered  people  in  a  word,  '  caring  for  nothing 
until  they  are  themselves  hurt.' 

Lord  North  was  one  of  this  class.  You  could 
hardly  make  him  angry.  '  No  doubt,'  he  said, 
tapping  his  fat  sides,  '  I  am  that  odious  thing  a 
minister ;  and  I  believe  other  people  wish  they 
were  so  too.'  Profound  people  look  deeply  for 
the  maxims  of  his  policy ;  and  [that]  being  on  the 
surface,  of  course  they  fail  to  find  it.  He  did, 
not  what  the  mind,  but  what  the  body  of  the  com- 
munity wanted  to  have  done  ;  he  appealed  to  the 
real  people,  the  large  English  commonplace  herd. 
His  abilities  were  great ;  and  with  them  he  did 
what  people  with  no  abilities  wished  to  do,  and 
could  not  do.  Lord  Brougham  has  just  published 
the  King's  Letters  to  him,  showing  that  which 
partial  extracts  had  made  known  before,  that  he 
[Lord  North]  was  quite  opposed  to  the  war  he  was 
carrying  on  ;  was  convinced  it  could  not  succeed  ; 
hardly,  in  fact,  wished  it  might.  Why  did  he  carry 
it  on  ?  Vox  populi,  the  voice  of  well-dressed  men 
commanded  it  to  be  done  ;  and  he  cheerfully  sacri- 
ficed American  people,  who  were  nothing  to  him, 
to  English,  who  were  something,  and  a  king,  who 
was  much.  Gibbon  was  the  very  man  to  support 
such  a  ruler.  His  historical  writings  have  given 
him  a  posthumous  eminence  ;  but  in  his  own  time 
he  was  doubtless  thought  a  sensible  safe  man,  of 
ordinary  thoughts  and  intelligible  actions.  To  do 
him  justice,  he  did  not  pretend  to  be  a  hero.  '  You 
know,'  he  wrote  to  his  friend  Deyverdun,  '  que  je 
suis  entre"  au  parlement  sans  patriotisme,  sans  ambi- 
tion, et  que  toutes  mes  vues  se  bornoient  a  la  place 
commode  et  honnete  d'un  lord  of  trade.'  '  Wise 
in  his  generation  '  was  written  on  his  brow.  He 
quietly  and  gently  supported  the  policy  of  his  time. 
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Even,  however,  amid  the  fatigue  of  parliamentary 
attendance, — the  fatigue,  in  fact,  of  attending  a 
nocturnal  and  oratorical  club,  where  you  meet 
the  best  people,  who  could  not  speak,  as  well  as 
a  few  of  the  worst,  who  would, — Gibbon's  history 
made  much  progress.  The  first  volume,  a  quarto, 
one-sixth  of  the  whole,  was  published  in  the  spring 
of  1776,  and  at  once  raised  his  fame  to  a  high  point. 
Ladies  actually  read  it — read  about  Bcetica  and 
Tarraconensis,  the  Roman  legions  and  the  tribunitian 
powers.  Grave  scholars  wrote  dreary  commenda- 
tions. '  The  first  impression,'  he  writes,  '  was 
exhausted  in  a  few  days  ;  a  second  and  a  third 
edition  were  scarcely  adequate  to  the  demand ; 
and  my  bookseller's  property  was  twice  invaded 
by  the  pirates  of  Dublin.  My  book  was  on  every 
table ' — tables  must  have  been  rather  few  in  that 
age — '  and  almost  on  every  toilette ;  the  historian 
was  crowned  by  the  taste  or  fashion  of  the  day ; 
nor  was  the  general  voice  disturbed  by  the  barking 
of  any  profound  critic.'  The  noise  penetrated 
deep  into  the  unlearned  classes.  Mr.  Sheridan, 
who  never  read  anything  '  on  principle,'  said  that 
the  crimes  of  Warren  Hastings  surpassed  anything 
to  be  found  in  the  '  correct  sentences  of  Tacitus 
or  the  luminous  page  of  Gibbon.'  Some  one  seems 
to  have  been  struck  with  the  jet  of  learning,  and 
questioned  the  great  wit.  '  I  said,'  he  replied, 
'  voluminous.' 

History,  it  is  said,  is  of  no  use  ;  at  least  a  great 
critic,  who  is  understood  to  have  in  the  press  a 
very  elaborate  work  in  that  kind,1  not  long  since 
seemed  to  allege  that  writings  of  this  sort  did  not 
establish  a  theory  of  the  universe,  and  were  there- 
fore of  no  avail.  But  whatever  may  be  the  use 

1  Probably  Carlyle  and  his  Frederick  the  Great  are  meant.     [H.] 
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of  this  sort  of  composition  in  itself  and  abstractedly, 
it  is  certainly  of  great  use  relatively  and  to  literary 
men.  Consider  the  position  of  a  man  of  that  species. 
He  sits  beside  a  library-fire,  with  nice  white  paper, 
a  good  pen,  a  capital  style,  every  means  of  saying 
everything,  but  nothing  to  say ;  of  course  he  is 
an  able  man  ;  of  course  [he]  has  an  active  intellect, 
beside  wonderful  culture ;  but  still  one  cannot 
always  have  original  ideas.  Every  day  cannot 
be  an  era  ;  a  tram  of  new  speculation  very  often 
will  not  be  found ;  and  how  dull  it  is  to  make  it 
your  business  to  write,  to  stay  by  yourself  in  a 
room  to  write,  and  then  to  have  nothing  to  say  ! 
It  is  dreary  work  mending  seven  pens,  and  waiting 
for  a  theory  to  '  turn  up.'  What  a  gain  if  some- 
thing would  happen  !  then  one  could  describe  it. 
Something  has  happened,  and  that  something  is 
history.  On  this  account,  since  a  sedate  Greek 
discovered  this  plan  for  a  grave  immortality,  a 
series  of  accomplished  men  have  seldom  been  found 
wanting  to  derive  a  literary  capital  from  their  active 
and  barbarous  kindred.  Perhaps  when  a  Visigoth 
broke  a  head,  he  thought  that  that  was  all.  Not  so ; 
he  was  making  history  ;  Gibbon  has  written  it  down. 
The  manner  of  writing  history  is  as  characteristic 
of  the  narrator  as  the  actions  are  of  the  persons 
who  are  related  to  have  performed  them ;  often 
much  more  so.  It  may  be  generally  denned  as 
a  view  of  one  age  taken  by  another  ;  a  picture 
of  a  series  of  men  and  women  painted  by  one  of 
another  series.  Of  course,  this  definition  seems 
to  exclude  contemporary  history ;  but  if  we  look 
into  the  matter  carefully,  is  there  such  a  thing  ? 
What  are  all  the  best  and  most  noted  works  that 
claim  the  title  —  memoirs,  scraps,  materials  — 
composed  by  men  of  like  passions  with  the  people 
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they  speak  of,  involved  it  may  be  in  the  same  events, 
describing  them  with  the  partiality  and  narrowness 
of  eager  actors  ;  or  even  worse,  by  men  far  apart 
in  a  monkish  solitude,  familiar  with  the  lettuces 
of  the  convent-garden,  but  hearing  only  faint  dim 
murmurs  of  the  great  transactions  which  they  slowly 
jot  down  in  the  barren  chronicle  ;  these  are  not 
to  be  named  in  the  same  short  breath,  or  included 
in  the  same  narrow  word,  with  the  equable,  poised, 
philosophic  narrative  of  the  retrospective  historian. 
In  the  great  histories  there  are  two  topics  of  interest 
— the  man  as  a  type  of  the  age  in  which  he  lives, — 
the  events  and  manners  of  the  age  he  is  describing ; 
very  often  almost  all  the  interest  is  the  contrast  of 
the  two. 

You  should  do  everything,  said  Lord  Chesterfield, 
in  minuet  time.  It  was  in  that  time  that  Gibbon 
wrote  his  history,  and  such  was  the  manner  of  the 
age.  You  fancy  him  in  a  suit  of  flowered  velvet, 
with  a  bag  and  sword,  wisely  smiling,  composedly 
rounding  his  periods.  You  seem  to  see  the  grave 
bows,  the  formal  politeness,  the  finished  deference. 
You  perceive  the  minuetic  action  accompanying 
the  words.  '  Give,'  it  would  say,  '  Augustus  a 
chair :  Zenobia,  the  humblest  of  your  slaves : 
Odoacer,  permit  me  to  correct  the  defect  in  your 
attire.'  As  the  slap-dash  sentences  of  a  rushing 
critic  express  the  hasty  impatience  of  modern 
manners ;  so  the  deliberate  emphasis,  the  slow 
acumen,  the  steady  argument,  the  impressive  narra- 
tion bring  before  us  what  is  now  a  tradition,  the 
picture  of  the  correct  eighteenth- century  gentleman, 
who  never  failed  in  a  measured  politeness,  partly 
because  it  was  due  in  propriety  towards  others, 
and  partly  because  from  his  own  dignity  it  was  due 
most  obviously  to  himself. 
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And  not  only  is  this  true  of  style,  but  may  be 
extended  to  other  things  also.  There  is  no  one  of 
the  many  literary  works  produced  in  the  eighteenth 
century  more  thoroughly  characteristic  of  it  than 
Gibbon's  history.  The  special  characteristic  of  that 
age  is  its  clinging  to  the  definite  and  palpable ;  it 
had  a  taste  beyond  everything  for  what  is  called 
solid  information.  In  literature  the  period  may  be 
denned  as  that  in  which  authors  had  ceased  to  write 
for  students,  and  had  not  begun  to  write  for  women. 

In  the  present  day,  no  one  can  take  up  any  book 
intended  for  general  circulation,  without  clearly 
seeing  that  the  writer  supposes  most  of  his  readers 
will  be  ladies  or  young  men  ;  and  that  in  proportion 
to  his  judgment  he  is  attending  to  their  taste.  Two 
or  three  hundred  years  ago  books  were  written  for 
professed  and  systematic  students, — the  class  the 
Fellows  of  colleges  were  designed  to  be, — who  used 
to  go  on. studying  them  all  their  lives.  Between 
these  there  was  a  time  in  which  the  more  marked 
class  of  literary  consumers  were  strong-headed, 
practical  men.  Education  had  not  become  so 
general,  or  so  feminine,  as  to  make  the  present  style 
— what  is  called  the  '  brilliant  style  ' — at  all  neces- 
sary ;  but  there  was  enough  culture  to  make  the 
demand  of  common  diffused  persons  more  effectual 
than  that  of  special  and  secluded  scholars.  A  book- 
buying  public  had  arisen  of  sensible  men,  who  would 
not  endure  the  awful  folio  style  in  which  the  school- 
men wrote.  From  peculiar  causes,  too,  the  business 
of  that  age  was  perhaps  more  free  from  the  hurry 
and  distraction  which  disable  so  many  of  our  practical 
men  now  from  reading.  You  accordingly  see  in  the 
books  of  the  last  century  what  is  called  a  masculine 
tone ;  a  firm,  strong,  perspicuous  narration  of 
matter  of  fact,  a  plain  argument,  a  contempt  for 
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everything  which  distinct,  definite  people  cannot 
entirely  and  thoroughly  comprehend. 

There  is  no  more  solid  book  in  the  world  than 
Gibbon's  history.  Only  consider  the  chronology. 
It  begins  before  the  year  ONE  and  goes  down  to  the 
year  1453,  and  is  a  schedule  or  series  of  schedules  of 
important  events  during  that  time.  Scarcely  any 
fact  deeply  affecting  European  civilisation  is  wholly 
passed  over,  and  the  great  majority  [of  facts]  are 
elaborately  recounted.  Laws,  dynasties,  churches, 
barbarians,  appear  and  disappear.  Everything 
changes  ;  the  old  world — the  classical  civilisation  of 
form  and  definition — passes  away,  a  new  world  of 
free  spirit  and  inward  growth  emerges  ;  between  the 
two  lies  a  mixed  weltering  interval  of  trouble  and 
confusion,  when  everybody  hates  everybody,  and  the 
historical  student  leads  a  life  of  skirmishes,  is  op- 
pressed with  broils  and  feuds.  All  through  this  long 
period  Gibbon's  history  goes  with  steady  consistent 
pace ;  like  a  Roman  legion  through  a  troubled 
country — hceret  pede  pes  ;  up  hill  and  down  hill, 
through  marsh  and  thicket,  through  Goth  or  Parthian 
— the  firm,  defined  array  passes  forward — a  type  of 
order,  and  an  emblem  of  civilisation.  Whatever 
may  be  the  defects  of  Gibbon's  history,  none  can 
deny  him  a  proud  precision  and  a  style  in  marching 
order. 

Another  characteristic  of  the  eighteenth  century  is 
its  taste  for  dignified  pageantry.  What  an  existence 
was  that  of  Versailles  !  How  gravely  admirable 
to  see  the  grand  monarque  shaved,  and  dressed,  and 
powdered  ;  to  look  on  and  watch  a  great  man  care- 
fully amusing  himself  with  dreary  trifles.  Or  do 
we  not  even  now  possess  an  invention  of  that  age — 
the  great  eighteenth-century  footman,  still  in  the 
costume  of  his  era,  with  dignity  and  powder,  vast 
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calves  and  noble  mien  ?  What  a  world  it  must 
have  been  when  all  men  looked  like  that !  Go  and 
gaze  with  rapture  at  the  footboard  of  a  carriage,  and 
say,  Who  would  not  obey  a  premier  with  such  an 
air  ?  Grave,  tranquil,  decorous  pageantry  is  a  part, 
as  it  were,  of  the  essence  of  the  last  age.  There  is 
nothing  more  characteristic  of  Gibbon.  A  kind  of 
pomp  pervades  him.  He  is  never  out  of  livery. 
He  ever  selects  for  narration  these  themes  which 
look  most  like  a  levee  :  grave  chamberlains  seem  to 
stand  throughout ;  life  is  a  vast  ceremony,  the 
historian  at  once  the  dignitary  and  the  scribe. 

The  very  language  of  Gibbon  shows  these  qualities. 
Its  majestic  march  has  been  the  admiration — its 
rather  pompous  cadence  the  sport,  of  all  perusers. 
It  has  the  greatest  merit  of  an  historical  style :  it 
is  always  going  on ;  you  feel  no  doubt  of  its  con- 
tinuing in  motion.  Many  narrators  of  the  reflective 
class,  Sir  Archibald  Alison  for  example,  fail  in  this  : 
your  constant  feeling  is,  '  Ah  !  he  has  pulled  up  ;  he 
is  going  to  be  profound ;  he  never  will  go  on  again.' 
Gibbon's  reflections  connect  the  events  ;  they  are 
not  sermons  between  them.  But,  notwithstanding, 
the  manner  of  the  Decline  and  Fall  is  the  last  which 
should  be  recommended  for  strict  imitation.  It  is 
not  a  style  in  which  you  can  tell  the  truth.  A 
monotonous  writer  is  suited  only  to  monotonous 
matter.  Truth  is  of  various  kinds — grave,  solemn, 
dignified,  petty,  low,  ordinary  ;  and  a  historian  who 
has  to  tell  the  truth  must  be  able  to  tell  what  is 
vulgar  as  well  as  what  is  great,  what  is  little  as  well 
as  what  is  amazing.  Gibbon  is  at  fault  here.  He 
cannot  mention  Asia  Minor.  The  petty  order  of 
sublunary  matters ;  the  common  gross  existence  of 
ordinary  people ;  the  necessary  littlenesses  of  necessary 
life,  are  little  suited  to  his  sublime  narrative.  Men 
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on  the  Times  feel  this  acutely ;  it  is  most  difficult 
at  first  to  say  many  things  in  the  huge  imperial 
manner.  And  after  all  you  cannot  tell  everything. 
'  How,  sir/  asked  a  reviewer  of  Sydney  Smith's  life, 

'  do  you  say  a  "  good  fellow  "  in  print  ?  '  '  Mr. ,' 

replied  the  editor,  '  you  should  not  say  it  at  all.' 
Gibbon  was  aware  of  this  rule  ;  he  omits  what  does 
not  suit  him  ;  and  the  consequence  is  that,  though 
he  has  selected  the  most  various  of  historical  topics, 
he  scarcely  gives  you  an  idea  of  variety.  The  ages 
change,  but  the  varnish  of  the  narration  is  the  same. 

It  is  not  unconnected  with  this  fault  that  Gibbon 
gives  us  but  an  indifferent  description  of  individual 
character.  People  seem  a  good  deal  alike.  The 
cautious  scepticism  of  his  cold  intellect,  which  dis- 
inclined him  to  every  extreme,  depreciates  great 
virtues  and  extenuates  great  vices ;  and  we  are 
left  with  a  tame  neutral  character,  capable  of  nothing 
extraordinary, — hateful,  as  the  saying  is,  '  both  to 
God  and  to  the  enemies  of  God.' 

A  great  point  in  favour  of  Gibbon  is  the  existence 
of  his  history.  Some  great  historians  seem  likely 
to  fail  here.  A  good  judge  was  asked  which  he 
preferred,  Macaulay's  History  of  England  or  Lord 
Mahon's.  '  Why/  he  replied,  '  you  observe  Lord 
Mahon  has  written  his  history ;  and  by  what  I  see 
Macaulay's  will  be  written  not  only  for,  but  among 
posterity.' 

Practical  people  have  little  idea  of  the  practical 
ability  required  to  write  a  large  book,  and  especially 
a  large  history.  Long  before  you  get  to  the  pen, 
there  is  an  immensity  of  pure  business  ;  heaps  of 
material  are  strewn  everywhere  ;  but  they  lie  in 
disorder,  unread,  uncatalogued,  unknown.  It  seems 
a  dreary  waste  of  life  to  :.be  analysing,  indexing, 
extracting  words  and  passages,  in  which  one  per  cent. 


46         ESTIMATIONS  IN  CRITICISM 

of  the  contents  are  interesting,  and  not  half  of  that 
percentage  will  after  all  appear  in  the  flowing  nar- 
rative. As  an  accountant  takes  up  a  bankrupt's 
books  filled  with  confused  statements  of  ephemeral 
events,  the  disorderly  record  of  unprofitable  specula- 
tions, and  charges  this  to  that  head,  and  that  to  this, 
— estimates  earnings,  specifies  expenses,  demon- 
strates failures  ;  so  the  great  narrator,  going  over 
the  scattered  annalists  of  extinct  ages,  groups  and 
divides,  notes  and  combines,  until  from  a  crude 
mass  of  darkened  fragments,  there  emerges  a  clear 
narrative,  a  concise  account  of  the  result  and  upshot 
of  the  whole.  In  this  art  Gibbon  was  a  master. 
The  laborious  research  of  German  scholarship,  the 
keen  eye  of  theological  zeal,  a  steady  criticism  of 
eighty  years,  have  found  few  faults  of  detail.  The 
account  has  been  worked  right,  the  proper  authorities 
consulted,  an  accurate  judgment  formed,  the  most 
telling  incidents  selected. 

Perhaps  experience  shows  that  there  is  something 
English  in  this  talent.  The  Germans  are  more 
elaborate  in  single  monographs ;  but  they  seem 
to  want  the  business  ability  to  work  out  a  compli- 
cated narrative,  to  combine  a  long  whole.  The 
French  are  neat  enough,  and  [their]  style  is  very 
quick ;  but  then  it  is  difficult  to  believe  [their]  facts  ; 
the  account  on  its  face  seems  too  plain,  and  no  true 
Parisian  ever  was  an  antiquary.  The  great  classical 
histories  published  in  this  country  in  our  own  time 
show  that  the  talent  is  by  no  means  extinct ;  and 
they  likewise  show,  what  is  also  evident,  that  this 
kind  of  composition  is  easier  with  respect  to  ancient 
than  with  respect  to  modern  times.  The  barbarians 
burned  the  books  ;  and  though  all  the  historians 
abuse  them  for  it,  it  is  quite  evident  that  in  their 
hearts  they  are  greatly  rejoiced.  If  the  books 
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had  existed,  they  would  have  had  to  read  them. 
Mr.  Macaulay  has  to  peruse  every  book  printed 
with  long  fs  ;  and  it  is  no  use  after  all ;  somebody 
will  find  some  stupid  MS.,  an  old  account-book 
of  an  '  ingenious  gentleman/  and  with  five  entries 
therein  destroy  a  whole  hypothesis.  But  Gibbon 
was  exempt  from  this  ;  he  could  count  the  books 
the  efficient  Goths  bequeathed ;  and  when  he  had 
mastered  them  he  might  pause.  Still,  it  was  no 
light  matter,  as  any  one  who  looks  at  the  books — 
awful  folios  in  the  grave  Bodleian — will  most  certainly 
credit  and  believe.  And  he  did  it  all  himself ; 
he  never  showed  his  book  to  any  friend,  or  asked 
any  one  to  help  him  in  the  accumulating  work, 
not  even  in  the  correction  of  the  press.  '  Not  a 
sheet,'  he  says,  '  has  been  seen  by  any  human 
eyes,  excepting  those  of  the  author  and  printer ; 
the  faults  and  the  merits  are  exclusively  my  own.' 
And  he  wrote  most  of  it  with  one  pen,  which  must 
certainly  have  grown  erudite  towards  the  end. 

The  nature  of  his  authorities  clearly  shows  what 
the  nature  of  Gibbon's  work  is.  History  may  be 
roughly  divided  into  universal  and  particular ;  the 
first  being  the  narrative  of  events  affecting  the 
whole  human  race,  at  least  the  main  historical 
nations,  the  narrative  of  whose  fortunes  is  the  story 
of  civilisation  ;  and  the  latter  being  the  relation 
of  events  relating  to  one  or  a  few  particular  nations 
only.  Universal  history,  it  is  evident,  comprises 
great  areas  of  space  and  long  periods  of  time  ;  you 
cannot  have  a  series  of  events  visibly  operating 
on  all  great  nations  without  time  for  their  gradual 
operation,  and  without  tracking  them  in  succession 
through  the  various  regions  of  their  power.  There 
is  no  instantaneous  transmission  in|historical  causa- 
tion ;  a  long  interval  is  required  for  universal  effects. 
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It  follows  that  universal  history  necessarily  par- 
takes of  the  character  of  a  summary.  You  cannot 
recount  the  cumbrous  annals  of  long  epochs  without 
condensation,  selection,  and  omission  ;  the  narrative, 
when  shortened  within  the  needful  limits,  becomes 
concise  and  general.  What  it  gains  in  time,  accord- 
ing to  the  mechanical  phrase,  it  loses  in  power. 

The  particular  history,  confined  within  narrow 
limits,  can  show  us  the  whole  contents  of  these 
limits,  explain  its  features  of  human  interest,  recount 
in  graphic  detail  all  its  interesting  transactions, 
touch  the  human  heart  with  the  power  of  passion, 
instruct  the  mind  with  patient  instances  of  accurate 
wisdom.  The  universal  is  confined  to  a  dry  enumera- 
tion of  superficial  transactions  ;  no  action  can  have 
all  its  details  ;  the  canvas  is  so  crowded  that  no 
figure  has  room  to  display  itself  effectively.  From 
the  nature  of  the  subject,  Gibbon's  history  is  of 
the  latter  class  ;  the  sweep  of  the  narrative  is  so 
wide  ;  the  decline  and  fall  of  the  Roman  Empire 
being  in  some  sense  the  most  universal  event  which 
has  ever  happened, — being,  that  is,  the  historical 
incident  which  has  most  affected  all  civilised  men, 
and  the  very  existence  and  form  of  civilisation 
itself, — it  is  evident  that  we  must  look  rather  for 
a  comprehensive  generality  than  a  telling  minute- 
ness of  delineation.  The  history  of  a  thousand 
years  does  not  admit  the  pictorial  detail  which 
a  Scott  or  a  Macaulay  can  accumulate  on  the  history 
of  a  hundred.  Gibbon  has  done  his  best  to  avoid 
the  dryness  natural  to  such  an  attempt.  He  inserts 
as  much  detail  as  his  limits  will  permit  ;  selects 
for  more  full  description  striking  people  and  striking 
transactions  ;  brings  together  at  a  single  view 
all  that  relates  to  single  topics  ;  above  all,  by  a 
regular  advance  of  narration,  never  ceases  to  imply 
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the  regular  progress  of  events  and  the  steady  course 
of  time.  None  can  deny  the  magnitude  of  such 
an  effort. 

After  all,  however,  these  are  merits  of  what  is 
technically  termed  composition,  and  are  analogous 
to  those  excellences  in  painting  or  sculpture  that 
are  more  respected  by  artists  than  appreciated 
by  the  public  at  large.  The  fame  of  Gibbon  is 
highest  among  writers  ;  those  especially  who  have 
studied  for  years  particular  periods  included  in  his 
theme  (and  how  many  those  are  ;  for  in  the  East 
and  West  he  has  set  his  mark  on  all  that  is  great 
for  ten  centuries  !)  acutely  feel  and  admiringly  ob- 
serve how  difficult  it  would  be  to  say  so  much, 
and  leave  so  little  untouched  ;  to  compress  so  many 
telling  points  ;  to  present  in  so  few  words  so  apt 
and  embracing  a  narrative  of  the  whole.  But 
the  mere  unsophisticated  reader  scarcely  appre- 
ciates this ;  he  is  rather  awed  than  delighted  ; 
or  rather,  perhaps,  he  appreciates  it  for  a  little 
while,  then  is  tired  by  the  roll  and  glare  ;  next, 
on  any  chance — the  creaking  of  an  organ,  or  the 
stirring  of  a  mouse — in  time  of  temptation  he  falls 
away.  It  has  been  said,  the  way  to  answer  all 
objections  to  Milton  is  to  take  down  the  book  and 
read  him  ;  the  way  to  reverence  Gibbon  is  not 
to  read  him  at  all,  but  look  at  him,  from  outside, 
in  the  bookcase,  and  think  how  much  there  is  within  ; 
what  a  course  of  events,  what  a  muster-roll  of  names, 
what  a  steady,  solemn  sound  !  You  will  not  like 
to  take  the  book  down  ;  but  you  will  think  how 
much  you  could  be  delighted  if  you  would. 

It  may  be  well,  though  it  can  be  only  in  the  most 
cursory  manner,  to  examine  the  respective  treat- 
ment of  the  various  elements  in  this  vast  whole. 
The  History  of  the  Decline  and,  Fall  may  be  roughly 
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and  imperfectly  divided  into  the  picture  of  the 
Roman  Empire — the  narrative  of  barbarian  incur- 
sions —  the  story  of  Constantinople  :  and  some 
few  words  may  be  hastily  said  on  each. 

The  picture — for  so,  from  its  apparent  stability 
when  contrasted  with  the  fluctuating  character 
of  the  later  period,  we  may  call  it — which  Gibbon 
has  drawn  of  the  united  empire  has  immense  merit. 
The  organisation  of  the  imperial  system  is  admir- 
ably dwelt  on  ;  the  manner  in  which  the  old  repub- 
lican institutions  were  apparently  retained,  but 
really  altered,  is  compendiously  explained ;  the 
mode  in  which  the  imperial  will  was  transmitted 
to  and  carried  out  in  remote  provinces  is  distinctly 
displayed.  But  though  the  mechanism  is  admir- 
ably delineated,  the  dynamical  principle,  the  original 
impulse  is  not  made  clear.  You  never  feel  you 
are  reading  about  the  Romans.  Yet  no  one  denies 
their  character  to  be  most  marked.  Poets  and 
orators  have  striven  for  the  expression  of  it. 

Mr.  Macaulay  has  been  similarly  criticised ;  it 
has  been  said  that,  notwithstanding  his  great  dra- 
matic power,  and  wonderful  felicity  in  the  selection 
of  events  on  which  to  exert  it,  he  yet  never  makes 
us  feel  that  we  are  reading  about  Englishmen.  The 
coarse  clay  of  our  English  nature  cannot  be  repre- 
sented in  so  fine  a  style.  In  the  same  way,  and 
to  a  much  greater  extent  (for  this  is  perhaps  an 
unthankful  criticism,  if  we  compare  Macaulay's 
description  of  any  body  with  that  of  any  other 
historian),  Gibbon  is  chargeable  with  neither  ex- 
pressing nor  feeling  the  essence  of  the  people  con- 
cerning whom  he  is  writing.  There  was,  in  truth, 
in  the  Roman  people  a  warlike  fanaticism,  a  puri- 
tanical essence,  an  interior,  latent,  restrained,  en- 
thusiastic religion,  which  was  utterly  alien  to  the 


EDWARD  GIBBON  51 

cold  scepticism  of  the  narrator.  Of  course  he  was 
conscious  of  it.  He  indistinctly  felt  that  at  least 
there  was  something  he  did  not  like  ;  but  he  could 
not  realise  or  sympathise  with  it  without  a  change 
of  heart  and  nature.  The  old  pagan  has  a  sympathy 
with  the  religion  of  enthusiasm  far  above  the  reach 
of  the  modern  Epicurean. 

It  may  indeed  be  said,  on  behalf  of  Gibbon,  that 
the  old  Roman  character  was  in  its  decay,  and 
that  only  such  slight  traces  of  it  were  remaining 
in  the  age  of  Augustus  and  the  Antonines,  that 
it  is  no  particular  defect  in  him  to  leave  it  unnoticed. 
Yet,  though  the  intensity  of  its  nobler  peculiarities 
was  on  the  wane,  many  a  vestige  would  perhaps 
have  been  apparent  to  so  learned  an  eye,  if  his 
temperament  and  disposition  had  been  prone  to 
seize  upon  and  search  for  them.  Nor  is  there  any 
adequate  appreciation  of  the  compensating  element, 
of  the  force  which  really  'held  society  together, 
of  the  fresh  air  of  the  Illyrian  hills,  of  that  army 
which,  evermore  recruited  from  northern  and  rugged 
populations,  doubtless  brought  into  the  very  centre 
of  a  degraded  society  the  healthy  simplicity  of  a 
vital,  if  barbarous  religion. 

It  is  no  wonder  that  such  a  mind  should  have 
looked  with  displeasure  on  primitive  Christianity. 
The  whole  of  his  treatment  of  that  topic  has  been 
discussed  by  many  pens,  and  three  generations 
of  ecclesiastical  scholars  have  illustrated  it  with 
their  emendations.  Yet,  if  we  turn  over  this,  the 
latest  and  most  elaborate  edition,  containing  all 
the  important  criticisms  of  Milman  and  of  Guizot, 
we  shall  be  surprised  to  find  how  few  instances  of 
definite  exact  error  such  a  scrutiny  has  been  able 
to  find  out.  As  Paley,  with  his  strong  sagacity, 
at  once  remarked,  the  subtle  error  rather  lies  hid 
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in  the  sinuous  folds  than  is  directly  apparent  on 
the  surface  of  the  polished  style.  Who,  said  the 
shrewd  archdeacon,  can  refute  a  sneer  ?  And 
yet  even  this  is  scarcely  the  exact  truth. 

The  objection  of  Gibbon  is,  in  fact,  an  objection 
rather  to  religion  than  to  Christianity ;  as  has 
been  said,  he  did  not  appreciate,  and  could  not 
describe,  the  most  inward  form  of  pagan  piety ; 
he  objected  to  Christianity  because  it  was  the  in- 
tensest  of  religions.  We  do  not  mean  by  this  to  charge 
Gibbon  with  any  denial  [of],  any  overt  distinct 
disbelief  in,  the  existence  of  a  supernatural  Being. 
This  would  be  very  unjust  ;  his  cold  composed 
mind  had  nothing  in  common  with  the  Jacobinical 
outbreak  of  the  next  generation.  He  was  no  doubt 
a  theist  after  the  fashion  of  natural  theology  ;  nor 
was  he  devoid  of  more  than  scientific  feeling.  All 
constituted  authorities  struck  him  with  emotion, 
all  ancient  ones  with  awe.  If  the  Roman  Empire 
had  descended  to  his  time,  how  much  he  would 
have  reverenced  it !  He  had  doubtless  a  great 
respect  for  the  '  First  Cause  ;  '  it  had  many  titles 
to  approbation  ;  '  it  was  not  conspicuous,'  he  would 
have  said,  '  but  it  was  potent.'  A  sensitive  decorum 
revolted  from  the  jar  of  atheistic  disputation.  We 
have  already  described  him  more  than  enough. 
A  sensible  middle-aged  man  in  political  life ;  a 
bachelor,  not  himself  gay,  but  living  with  gay  men  ; 
equable  and  secular  ;  cautious  in  his  habits,  tolerant 
in  his  creed,  as  Person  said,  '  never  failing  in  natural 
feeling,  except  when  women  were  to  be  ravished 
and  Christians  to  be  martyred.'  His  writings  are 
in  character. 

The  essence  of  the  far-famed  fifteenth  and  sixteenth 
chapters  is,  in  truth,  but  a  description  of  unworldly 
events  in  the  tone  of  this  world,  of  awful  facts  in 
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unmoved  voice,  of  truths  of  the  heart  in  the  language 
of  the  eyes.  The  wary  sceptic  has  not  even  com- 
mitted himself  to  definite  doubts.  These  celebrated 
chapters  were  in  the  first  manuscript  much  longer, 
and  were  gradually  reduced  to  their  present  size 
by  excision  and  compression.  Who  can  doubt 
that  in  their  first  form  they  were  a  clear,  or  com- 
paratively clear,  expression  of  exact  opinions  on 
the  Christian  history,  and  that  it  was  by  a  subse- 
quent and  elaborate  process  that  they  were  reduced 
to  their  present  and  insidious  obscurity  ?  The 
toil  has  been  effectual.  '  Divest,'  says  Dean  Milman 
of  the  introduction  to  the  fifteenth  chapter,  '  this 
whole  passage  of  the  latent  sarcasm  betrayed  by 
the  whole  of  the  subsequent  dissertation,  and  it 
might  commence  a  Christian  history,  written  in 
the  most  Christian  spirit  of  candour.'  1 

It  is  not  for  us  here  to  go  into  any  disquisition 
as  to  the  comparative  influence  of  the  five  earthly 
causes,  to  whose  secondary  operation  the  specious 
historian  ascribes  the  progress  of  Christianity. 
Weariness  and  disinclination  forbid.  There  can 
be  no  question  that  the  polity  of  the  Church,  and 
the  zeal  of  the  converts,  and  other  such  things, 
did  most  materially  conduce  to  the  progress  of  the 
Gospel.  But  few  will  now  attribute  to  these  much 
of  the  effect.  The  real  cause  is  the  heaving  of  the 
mind  after  the  truth.  Troubled  with  the  perplexities 
of  time,  weary  with  the  vexation  of  ages,  the  spiritual 
faculty  of  man  turns  to  the  truth  as  the  child  turns 
to  its  mother.  The  thirst  of  the  soul  was  to  be 
satisfied,  the  deep  torture  of  the  spirit  to  have  rest. 
There  was  an  appeal  to  those — 

'  High  instincts  before  which  our  mortal  Nature 
Did  tremble  like  a  guilty  Thing  surprised.' 

1  Preface  to  his  edition  of  the  Decline  and  Fall.    [P.M.] 
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The  mind  of  man  has  an  appetite  for  the  truth. 

'  Hence  in  a  season  of  calm  weather 

Though  inland  far  we  be, 
Our  souls  have  sight  of  that  immortal  sea 

Which  brought  us  hither, 

Can  in  a  moment  travel  thither, 
And  see  the  children  sport  upon  the  shore, 
And  hear  the  mighty  waters  rolling  evermore.'  l 

All  this  was  not  exactly  in  Gibbon's  way,  and 
he  does  not  seem  to  have  been  able  to  conceive 
that  it  was  in  any  one  else's.  Why  his  chapters 
had  given  offence  he  could  hardly  make  out.  It 
actually  seems  that  he  hardly  thought  that  other 
people  believed  more  than  he  did.  '  We  may  be 
well  assured/  says  he,  of  a  sceptic  of  antiquity, 
'  that  a  writer  conversant  with  the  world  would 
never  have  ventured  to  expose  the  gods  of  his  country 
to  public  ridicule,  had  they  not  been  already  the 
objects  of  secret  contempt  among  the  polished 
and  enlightened  orders  of  society.'  2  '  Had  I,'  he 
says  of  himself,  '  believed  that  the  majority  of 
English  readers  were  so  fondly  attached  even  to 
the  name  and  shadow  of  Christianity,  had  I  foreseen 
that  the  pious,  the  timid,  and  the  prudent  would 
feel,  or  would  affect  to  feel,  with  such  exquisite 
sensibility, — I  might  perhaps  have  softened  the 
two  invidious  chapters,  which  would  create  many 
enemies  and  conciliate  few  friends.' 

The  state  of  belief  at  that  time  is  a  very  large 
subject ;  but  it  is  probable  that  in  the  cultivated 
cosmopolitan  classes  the  continental  scepticism  was 
very  rife ;  that  among  the  hard-headed  classes 
the  rough  spirit  of  English  Deism  had  made  pro- 
gress. Though  the  mass  of  the  people  doubtless 

1  Wordsworth :  '  Intimations  of  Immortality,'  ix. 
*  Decline  and  Fall,  chap,  ii.,  in  re  Lulian.     [P.M.] 
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believed  much  as  they  now  believe,  yet  the  entire 
upper  class  was  lazy  and  corrupt,  and  there  is  truth 
in  the  picture  of  the  modern  divine  :  '  The  ther- 
mometer of  the  Church  of  England  sunk  to  its  lowest 
point  in  the  first  thirty  years  of  the  reign  of  George  in. 
...  In  their  preaching,  nineteen  clergymen  out 
of  twenty  carefully  abstained  from  dwelling  upon 
Christian  doctrines.  Such  topics  exposed  the 
preacher  to  the  charge  of  fanaticism.  Even  the 
calm  and  sober  Crabbe,  who  certainly  never  erred 
from  excess  of  zeal,  was  stigmatised  in  those  days 
as  a  Methodist,  because  he  introduced  into  his  sermons 
the  notion  of  future  reward  and  punishment.  An 
orthodox  clergyman  (they  said)  should  be  content 
to  show  his  people  the  worldly  advantage  of  good 
conduct,  and  to  leave  heaven  and  hell  to  the  ranters. 
Nor  can  we  wonder  that  such  should  have  been 
the  notions  of  country  parsons,  when,  even  by 
those  who  passed  for  the  supreme  arbiters  of  ortho- 
doxy and  taste,  the  vapid  rhetoric  of  Blair  was 
thought  the  highest  standard  of  Christian  exhorta- 
tion.' x  It  is  among  the  excuses  for  Gibbon  that 
he  lived  in  such  a  world. 

There  are  slight  palliations  also  in  the  notions  then 
prevalent  of  the  primitive  Church.  There  was  the 
Anglican  theory,  that  it  was  a  via  media,  the  most 
correct  of  periods,  that  its  belief  is  to  be  the  standard, 
its  institutions  the  model,  its  practice  the  test  of 
subsequent  ages.  There  was  the  notion,  not  formally 
drawn  out,  but  diffused  through  and  implied  in  a 
hundred  books  of  evidences — a  notion  in  opposition 
to  every  probability,  and  utterly  at  variance  with 
the  New  Testament — that  the  first  converts  were 
sober,  hard-headed,  cultivated  inquirers, — Watsons, 

i  'Church  Parties,'  Edinburgh  Review  for  October  1853;  by 
W.  J.  Conybeare.  [H.] 
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Paleys,  Priestleys,  on  a  small  scale  ;  weighing  evi- 
dence, analysing  facts,  suggesting  doubts,  dwelling 
on  distinctions,  cold  in  their  dispositions,  moderate 
in  their  morals, — cautious  in  their  creed.  We  now 
know  that  these  were  not  they  of  whom  the  world 
was  not  worthy. 

It  is  ascertained  that  the  times  of  the  first  Church 
were  times  of  excitement ;  that  great  ideas  falling 
on  a  mingled  world  were  distorted  by  an  untrained 
intellect,  even  in  the  moment  in  which  they  were 
received  by  a  yearning  heart ;  that  strange  confused 
beliefs,  MiUennarianism,  Gnosticism,  Ebionitism,  were 
accepted,  not  merely  by  outlying  obscure  heretics, 
but  in  a  measure,  half-and-half,  one  notion  more  by 
one  man,  another  more  by  his  neighbour,  confusedly 
and  mixedly  by  the  mass  of  Christians ;  that  the 
appeal  was  not  to  the  questioning,  thinking  under- 
standing, but  to  unheeding,  all- venturing  emotion  ; 
to  that  lower  class  '  from  whom  faiths  ascend,'  and 
not  to  the  cultivated  and  exquisite  class  by  whom 
they  are  criticised  ;  that  fervid  men  never  embraced 
a  more  exclusive  creed.  You  can  say  nothing 
favourable  of  the  first  Christians,  except  that  they 
were  Christians.  We  find  no  '  form  nor  comeliness  ' 
in  them  ;  no  intellectual  accomplishments,  no  caution 
in  action,  no  discretion  in  understanding.  There 
is  no  admirable  quality  except  that,  with  whatever 
distortion,  or  confusion,  or  singularity,  they  at  once 
accepted  the  great  clear  outline  of  belief  in  which  to 
this  day  we  live,  move,  and  have  our  being.  The 
offence  of  Gibbon  is  his  disinclination  to  this  simple 
essence ;  his  excuse,  the  historical  errors  then  pre- 
valent as  to  the  primitive  Christians,  the  real  defects 
so  natural  in  their  position,  the  false  merits  ascribed 
to  them  by  writers  who  from  one  reason  or  another 
desired  to  treat  them  as  '  an  authority.' 
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On  the  whole,  therefore,  it  may  be  said  of  the  first, 
and  in  some  sense  the  most  important,  part  of  Gibbon's 
work,  that  though  he  has  given  an  elaborate  outline 
of  the  framework  of  society,  and  described  its  detail 
with  pomp  and  accuracy,  yet  that  he  has  not  com- 
prehended or  delineated  its  nobler  essence,  pagan 
or  Christian.  Nor  perhaps  was  it  to  be  expected 
that  he  should,  for  he  inadequately  comprehended 
the  dangers  of  the  time  ;  he  thought  it  the  happiest 
period  the  world  has  ever  known  ;  he  would  not  have 
comprehended  the  remark  :  '  To  see  the  old  world 
in  its  worst  estate  we  turn  to  the  age  of  the  satirists 
and  of  Tacitus,  when  all  the  different  streams  of  evil 
coming  from  east,  west,  north,  south,  the  vices  of 
barbarism  and  the  vices  of  civilisation,  remnants 
of  ancient  cults  and  the  latest  refinements  of  luxury 
and  impurity,  met  and  mingled  on  the  banks  of 
the  Tiber.  What  could  have  been  the  state  of 
society  when  Tiberius,  Caligula,  Nero,  Domitian, 
Heliogabalus,  were  the  rulers  of  the  world  ? 
To  a  good  man  we  should  imagine  that  death 
itself  would  be  more  tolerable  than  the  sight 
of  such  things  coming  upon  the  earth.'  l  So 
deep  an  ethical  sensibility  was  not  to  be  expected 
in  the  first  century  ;  nor  is  it  strange  when,  after 
seventeen  hundred  years,  we  do  not  find  it  in  their 
historian. 

Space  has  failed  us,  and  we  must  be  unmeaningly 
brief.  The  second  head  of  Gibbon's  history — the 
narrative  of  the  barbarian  invasions — has  been 
recently  criticised,  on  the  ground  that  he  scarcely 
enough  explains  the  gradual  but  unceasing  and 
inevitable  manner  in  which  the  outer  barbarians 
were  affected  by  and  assimilated  to  the  civilisation 

1  Jowett  :  '  Epistles  of  St.  Paul,  chap.  i.  of  Romans,'  State  of 
the  Ancient  World.  [H.] 
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of  Rome.  Mr.  Congreve 1  has  well  observed,  that 
the  impression  which  Gibbon's  narrative  is  insensibly 
calculated  to  convey  is  that  there  was  little  or  no 
change  in  the  state  of  the  Germanic  tribes  between 
the  time  of  Tacitus  and  the  final  invasion  of  the 
empire — a  conclusion  which  is  obviously  incredible. 
To  the  general  reader  there  will  perhaps  seem  some 
indistinctness  in  this  part  of  the  work,  nor  is  a  free, 
confused  barbarism  a  congenial  subject  for  an  im- 
posing and  orderly  pencil.  He  succeeds  better  in 
the  delineation  of  the  riding  monarchies,  if  we  may 
so  term  them, — of  the  equestrian  courts  of  Attila 
or  Timour,  in  which  the  great  scale,  the  concentrated 
power,  the  very  enormity  of  the  barbarism,  give,  so 
to  speak,  a  shape  to  unshapeliness  ;  impart,  that  is, 
a  horrid  dignity  to  horse-flesh  and  mare's  milk,  an 
imposing  oneness  to  the  vast  materials  of  a  crude 
barbarity.  It  is  needless  to  say  that  no  one  would 
search  Gibbon  for  an  explanation  of  the  reasons 
or  feelings  by  which  the  northern  tribes  were  induced 
to  accept  Christianity. 

It  is  on  the  story  of  Constantinople  that  the  popu- 
larity of  Gibbon  rests.  The  vast  extent  of  the  topic  ; 
the  many  splendid  episodes  it  contains  ;  its  epic 
unity  from  the  moment  of  the  far-seeing  selection 
of  the  city  by  Constantine  to  its  last  fall ;  its  position 
as  a  link  between  Europe  and  Asia  ;  its  continuous 
history ;  the  knowledge  that  through  all  that  time 
it  was,  as  now,  a  diadem  by  the  water-side,  a  lure  to 
be  snatched  by  the  wistful  barbarian,  a  marvel  to 
the  West,  a  prize  for  the  North  and  for  the  East ; — 
these,  and  such  as  these  ideas,  are  congenial  topics 
to  a  style  of  pomp  and  grandeur.  The  East  seems  to 
require  to  be  treated  with  a  magnificence  unsuitable  to 
a  colder  soil.  The  nature  of  the  events,  too,  is  suitable 
1  Lectures  on  the  Roman  Empire  of  the  West.  [H.] 
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to  Gibbon's  cursory,  imposing  manner.  It  is  the 
history  of  a  form  of  civilisation,  but  without  the 
power  thereof ;  a  show  of  splendour  and  vigour,  but 
without  bold  life  or  interior  reality.  What  an  oppor- 
tunity for  an  historian  who  loved  the  imposing 
pageantry  and  disliked  the  purer  essence  of  existence  ! 
There  were  here  neither  bluff  barbarians  nor  simple 
saints  ;  there  was  nothing  admitting  of  particular 
accumulated  detail ;  we  do  not  wish  to  know  the 
interior  of  the  stage ;  the  imposing  movements 
are  all  which  should  be  seized.  Some  of  the  features, 
too,  are  curious  in  relation  to  those  of  the  historian's 
life  :  the  clear  accounts  of  the  theological  contro- 
versies, followed  out  with  an  appreciative  minuteness 
so  rare  in  a  sceptic,  are  not  disconnected  with  his 
early  conversion  to  the  scholastic  Church ;  the 
brilliancy  of  the  narrative  reminds  us  of  his  enthusi- 
asm for  Arabic  and  the  East ;  the  minute  description 
of  a  licentious  epoch  evinces  the  habit  of  a  mind 
which,  not  being  bold  enough  for  the  practice  of 
licence,  took  a  pleasure  in  following  its  theory.  There 
is  no  subject  which  combines  so  much  of  unity  with 
so  much  of  variety. 

It  is  evident,  therefore,  where  Gibbon's  rank  as  an 
historian  must  finally  stand.  He  cannot  be  numbered 
among  the  great  painters  of  human  nature,  for  he 
has  no  sympathy  with  the  heart  and  passions  of  our 
race  ;  he  has  no  place  among  the  felicitous  describers 
of  detailed  life,  for  his  subject  was  too  vast  for  minute 
painting,  and  his  style  too  uniform  for  a  shifting  scene. 
But  he  is  entitled  to  a  high— perhaps  to  a  first  place — 
among  the  orderly  narrators  of  great  events  ;  the 
composed  expositors  of  universal  history  ;  the  tranquil 
artists  who  have  endeavoured  to  diffuse  a  cold  polish 
over  the  warm  passions  and  desultory  fortunes  of 
mankind. 
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The  life  of  Gibbon  after  the  publication  of  his 
great  work  was  not  very  complicated.  During  its 
composition  he  had  withdrawn  from  Parliament 
and  London  to  the  studious  retirement  of  Lausanne. 
Much  eloquence  has  been  expended  on  this  voluntary 
exile,  and  it  has  been  ascribed  to  the  best  and  most 
profound  motives.  It  is  indeed  certain  that  he 
liked  a  lettered  solitude,  preferred  easy  continental 
society,  was  not  quite  insensible  to  the  charm  of 
scenery,  had  a  pleasure  in  returning  to  the  haunts 
of  his  youth.  Prosaic  and  pure  history,  however, 
must  explain  that  he  went  abroad  to  save.  Lord 
North  had  gone  out  of  power.  Mr.  Burke,  the 
Cobden  of  that  era,  had  procured  the  abolition 
of  the  Lords  of  Trade  ;  the  private  income  of  Gibbon 
was  not  equal  to  his  notion  of  a  bachelor  London 
life.  The  same  sum  was,  however,  a  fortune  at 
Lausanne.  Most  things,  he  acknowledged,  were 
as  dear  ;  but  then  he  had  not  to  buy  so  many  things. 
Eight  hundred  a  year  placed  him  high  in  the  social 
scale  of  the  place.  The  inhabitants  were  gratified 
that  a  man  of  European  reputation  had  selected 
their  out-of-the-way  town  for  the  shrine  of  his 
fame  ;  he  lived  pleasantly  and  easily  among  easy, 
pleasant  people  ;  a  gentle  hum  of  local  admiration 
gradually  arose,  which  yet  lingers  on  the  lips  of 
erudite  laquais  de  place.  He  still  retains  a  fame 
unaccorded  to  any  other  historian ;  they  speak 
of  the  '  hotel  Gibbon  ;  '  there  never  was  even  an 
estaminet  Tacitus,  or  a  cafe  Thucydides. 

This  agreeable  scene,  like  many  other  agreeable 
scenes,  was  broken  by  a  great  thunderclap.  The 
French  revolution  has  disgusted  many  people ; 
but  perhaps  it  has  never  disgusted  any  one  more 
than  Gibbon.  He  had  swept  and  garnished  every- 
thing about  him.  Externally  he  had  made  a  neat 
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little  hermitage  in  a  gentle,  social  place  ;  internally 
he  had  polished  up  a  still  theory  of  life,  sufficient 
for  the  guidance  of  a  cold  and  polished  man.  Every- 
thing seemed  to  be  tranquil  with  him  ;  the  rigid 
must  admit  his  decorum  ;  the  lax  would  not  accuse 
him  of  rigour  ;  he  was  of  the  world,  and  an  elegant 
society  naturally  loved  its  own.  On  a  sudden  the 
hermitage  was  disturbed.  No  place  was  too  calm 
for  that  excitement ;  scarcely 'any  too  distant  for  that 
uproar.  The  French  war  was  a  war  of  opinion,  entering 
households,  disturbing  villages,  dividing  quiet  friends. 
The  Swiss  took  some  of  the  infection.  There 
was  a  not  unnatural  discord  between  the  people 
of  the  Pays  de  Vaud  and  their  masters  the  people 
of  Berne.  The  letters  of  Gibbon  are  filled  with 
invectives  on  the  '  Gallic  barbarians  '  and  panegyrics 
on  Mr.  Burke  ;  military  details,  too,  begin  to  abound 
— the  peace  of  his  retirement  was  at  an  end.  It 
was  an  additional  aggravation  that  the  Parisians 
should  do  such  things.  It  would  not  have  seemed 
unnatural  that  northern  barbarians — English,  or 
other  uncivilised  nations — should  break  forth  in 
rough  riot  or  cruel  licence  ;  but  that  the  people 
of  the  most  civilised  of  all  capitals,  speaking  the 
sole  dialect  of  polished  life,  enlightened  with  all  the 
enlightenment  then  known,  should  be  guilty  of 
excesses  unparalleled,  unwitnessed,  unheard  of, 
was  a  vexing  trial  to  one  who  had  admired  them  for 
many  years.  The  internal  creed  and  belief  of  Gibbon 
was  as  much  attacked  by  all  this  as  were  his  external 
circumstances.  He  had  spent  his  time,  his  life, 
his  energy,  in  putting  a  polished  gloss  on  human 
tumult,  a  sneering  gloss  on  human  piety ;  on  a 
sudden  human  passion  broke  forth — the  cold  and 
polished  world  seemed  to  meet  its  end ;  the  thin 
superficies  of  civilisation  was  torn  asunder ;  the 
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fountains  of  the  great  deep  seemed  opened  ;  impiety 
to  meet  its  end ;  the  foundations  of  the  earth  were 
out  of  course. 

We  now,  after  long  familiarity  and  in  much  ignor- 
ance, can  hardly  read  the  history  of  those  years 
without  horror :  what  an  effect  must  they  have 
produced  on  those  whose  minds  were  fresh,  and 
who  knew  the  people  killed !  '  Never,'  Gibbon 
wrote  to  an  English  nobleman,  '  did  a  revolution 
affect  to  such  a  degree  the  private  existence  of 
such  numbers  of  the  first  people  of  a  great  country. 
Your  examples  of  misery  I  could  easily  match  with 
similar  examples  in  this  country  and  neighbourhood, 
and  our  sympathy  is  the  deeper,  as  we  do  not  possess, 
like  you,  the  means  of  alleviating  in  some  measure 
the  misfortunes  of  the  fugitives.'  x 

It  violently  affected  his  views  of  English  politics. 
He  before  had  a  tendency,  in  consideration  of  his 
cosmopolitan  cultivation,  to  treat  them  as  local 
littlenesses,  parish  squabbles  ;  but  now  his  interest 
was  keen  and  eager.  '  But,'  he  says,  '  in  this  rage 
against  slavery,  in  the  numerous  petitions  against 
the  slave  trade,  was  there  no  leaven  of  new  demo- 
cratical  principles  ?  no  wild  ideas  of  the  rights  and 
natural  equality  of  man  ?  It  is  these  I  fear.  Some 
articles  in  newspapers,  some  pamphlets  of  the  year, 
the  Jockey  Club,  have  fallen  into  my  hands.  I 
do  not  infer  much  from  such  publications ;  yet  I 
have  never  known  them  of  so  black  and  malignant 
a  cast.  I  shuddered  at  Grey's  motion ;  disliked 
the  half-support  of  Fox,  admired  the  firmness  of 
Pitt's  declaration,  and  excused  the  usual  intemper- 
ance of  Burke.  Surely  such  men  as , , , 

have  talents  for  mischief.  I  see  a  club  of  reform 
which  contains  some  respectable  names.  Inform 

1  To  Lord  Sheffield,  loth  November  1792.     [H.] 
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me  of  the  professions,  the  principles,  the  plans, 
the  resources  of  these  reformers.  Will  they  heat 
the  minds  of  the  people  ?  Does  the  French  democ- 
racy gain  no  ground  ?  Will  the  bulk  of  your  party 
stand  firm  to  their  own  interest  and  that  of  their 
country  ?  Will  you  not  take  some  active  measures 
to  declare  your  sound  opinions,  and  separate  your- 
selves from  your  rotten  members  ?  If  you  allow 
them  to  perplex  Government,  if  you  trifle  with  this 
solemn  business,  if  you  do  not  resist  the  spirit  of 
innovation  in  the  first  attempt,  if  you  admit  the 
smallest  and  most  specious  change  in  our  parliament- 
ary system,  you  are  lost.  You  will  be  driven  from 
one  step  to  another ;  from  principles  just  in  theory 
to  consequences  most  pernicious  in  practice ;  and 
your  first  concession  will  be  productive  of  every 
subsequent  mischief,  for  which  you  will  be  answer- 
able to  your  country  and  to  posterity.  Do  not 
suffer  yourselves  to  be  lulled  into  a  false  security  ; 
remember  the  proud  fabric  of  the  French  monarchy. 
Not  four  years  ago  it  stood  founded,  as  it  might 
seem,  on  the  rock  of  time,  force,  and  opinion  ;  sup- 
ported by  the  triple  aristocracy  of  the  Church, 
the  nobility,  and  the  Parliaments.  They  are  crumbled 
into  dust ;  they  are  vanished  from  the  earth.  If 
this  tremendous  warning  has  no  effect  on  the  men 
of  property  in  England ;  if  it  does  not  open  every 
eye,  and  raise  every  arm, — you  will  deserve  your 
fate.  If  I  am  too  precipitate,  enlighten  ;  if  I  am 
too  desponding,  encourage  me.  My  pen  has  run 
into  this  argument ;  for,  as  much  a  foreigner  as 
you  think  me,  on  this  momentous  subject  I  feel 
myself  an  Englishman.'  l 

The  truth  clearly  is  that  he  had  arrived  at  the 
conclusion  that  he  was  the  sort  of  person  a  populace 

1  To  Lord  Sheffield,  aoth  May  1792.     [H.] 
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kill.  People  wonder  a  great  deal  why  very  many 
of  the  victims  of  the  French  revolution  were  particu- 
larly selected ;  the  Marquis  de  Custine,  especially, 
cannot  divine  why  they  executed  his  father.  The 
historians  cannot  show  that  they  committed  any 
particular  crimes  ;  the  marquises  and  marchionesses 
seem  very  inoffensive.  The  fact  evidently  is  that 
they  were  killed  for  being  polite.  The  world  felt 
itself  unworthy  of  [their  politeness].  There  were 
so  many  bows,  such  regular  smiles,  such  calm  superior 
condescension, — could  a  mob  be  asked  to  endure  it  ? 
Have  we  not  all  known  a  precise,  formal,  patronising 
old  gentleman — bland,  imposing,  something  like 
Gibbon  ?  Have  we  not  suffered  from  his  dignified 
attentions  ?  If  we  had  been  on  the  Committee  of 
Public  Safety,  can  we  doubt  what  would  have  been 
the  fate  of  that  man  ?  Just  so  wrath  and  envy 
destroyed  in  France  an  upper-class  world. 

After  his  return  to  England,  Gibbon  did  not  do 
much  or  live  long.  He  completed  his  Memoirs, 
the  most  imposing  of  domestic  narratives,  the  model 
of  dignified  detail.  As  we  said  before,  if  the  Roman 
Empire  had  written  about  itself,  this  is  how  it 
would  have  done  so.  He  planned  some  other  works, 
but  executed  none,  judiciously  observing  that 
building  castles  in  the  air  was  more  agreeable  than 
building  them  on  the  ground.  His  career  was, 
however,  drawing  to  an  end.  Earthly  dignity 
had  its  limits,  even  the  dignity  of  an  historian. 
He  had  long  been  stout ;  and  now  symptoms  of 
dropsy  began  to  appear.  After  a  short  interval, 
he  died  on  the  i6th  of  January  1794.  We  have 
sketched  his  character,  and  have  no  more  to  say. 
After  all,  what  is  our  criticism  worth  ?  It  only 
fulfils  his  aspiration,  '  that  a  hundred  years  hence 
I  may  still  continue  to  be  abused.' 


THOMAS  BABINGTON   MACAULAY. 

THIS  is  a  marvellous  book.1  Everybody  has  read 
it,  and  every  one  has  read  it  with  pleasure.  It 
has  little  advantage  of  subject.  When  the  volumes 
came  out,  an  honest  man  said,  '  I  suppose  some- 
thing happened  between  the  years  1689  and  1697 ; 
but  what  happened  I  do  not  know.'  Every  one 
knows  now.  No  period  with  so  little  obvious  interest 
will  henceforth  be  so  familiarly  known.  Only 
a  most  felicitous  and  rather  curious  genius  could 
and  would  shed  such  a  light  on  such  an  age.  If 
in  the  following  pages  we  seem  to  cavil  and  find 
fault,  let  it  be  remembered  that  the  business  of  a 
critic  is  criticism  ;  that  it  is  not  his  business  to 
be  thankful ;  that  he  must  attempt  an  estimate 
rather  than  a  eulogy. 

Mr.  Macaulay  2  seems  to  have  in  a  high  degree 
the  temperament  most  likely  to  be  that  of  a  historian. 
This  may  be  summarily  denned  as  the  temperament 
which  inclines  men  to  take  an  interest  in  actions 
as  contrasted  with  objects,  and  in  past  actions 
in  preference  to  present  actions.  We  should  expand 
our  meaning.  Some  people  are  unfortunately  born 
scientific.  They  take  much  interest  in  the  objects 
of  nature.  They  feel  a  curiosity  about  shells,  snails, 

1  The  History  of  England  from  the  A  ccession  of  James  the  Second. 
By  Thomas  Babington  Macaulay.     Longmans. 

2  This  paper  was  published  before  Lord  Macaulay  was'raised  to 
the  peerage. 
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horses,  butterflies.  They  are  delighted  at  an  ichthyo- 
saurus, and  excited  at  a  polyp  ;  they  are  learned 
in  minerals,  vegetables,  animals ;  they  have  skill 
in  fishes,  and  attain  renown  in  pebbles  :  in  the 
highest  cases  they  know  the  great  causes  of  grand 
phenomena,  can  indicate  the  courses  of  the  stars 
or  the  current  of  the  waves  ;  but  in  every  case 
their  minds  are  directed  not  to  the  actions  of  man, 
but  to  the  scenery  amidst  which  he  lives  ;  not  to 
the  inhabitants  of  this  world,  but  to  the  world  itself  ; 
not  to  what  most  resembles  themselves,  but  to 
that  which  is  most  unlike.  What  compels  men  to 
take  an  interest  in  what  they  do  take  an  interest, 
is  commonly  a  difficult  question — for  the  most 
part,  indeed,  it  is  an  insoluble  one  ;  but  in  this 
case  it  would  seem  to  have  a  negative  cause — to 
result  from  the  absence  of  an  intense  and  vivid 
nature. 

The  inclination  of  mind  which  abstracts  the 
attention  from  that  in  which  it  can  feel  sympathy 
to  that  in  which  [it]  cannot,  seems  to  arise  from 
a  want  of  sympathy.  A  tendency  to  devote  the 
mind  to  trees  and  stones  as  much  as,  or  in  preference 
to,  men  and  women,  appears  to  imply  that  the 
intellectual  qualities,  the  abstract  reason,  and  the 
inductive  scrutiny  which  can  be  applied  equally 
to  trees  and  to  men,  to  stones  and  to  women,  pre- 
dominate over  the  more  special  qualities  solely 
applicable  to  our  own  race, — the  keen  love,  the 
eager  admiration,  the  lasting  hatred,  the  lust  of 
rule  which  fasten  men's  interests  on  people  and 
to  people.  As  a  confirmation  of  this,  we  see  that, 
even  in  the  greatest  cases,  scientific  men  have  been 
calm  men.  Their  actions  are  unexceptionable ; 
scarcely  a  spot  stains  their  excellence  :  if  a  doubt 
is  to  be  thrown  on  their  character,  it  would  be  rather 
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that  they  were  insensible  to  the  temptations  than 
that  they  were  involved  in  the  offences  of  ordinary 
men.  An  aloofness  and  abstractedness  cleave  to 
their  greatness.  There  is  a  coldness  in  their  fame. 
We  think  of  Euclid  as  of  fine  ice  ;  we  admire  Newton 
as  we  admire  the  Peak  of  Teneriffe.  Even  the 
intensest  labours,  the  most  remote  triumphs  of  the 
abstract  intellect,  seem  to  carry  us  into  a  region 
different  from  our  own — to  be  in  a  terra  incognita 
of  pure  reasoning,  to  cast  a  chill  on  human  glory. 

We  know  that  the  taste  of  most  persons  is  quite 
opposite.  The  tendency  of  man  is  to  take  an  interest 
in  man,  and  almost  in  man  only.  The  world  has 
a  vested  interest  in  itself.  Analyse  the  minds  of  the 
crowd  of  men,  and  what  will  you  find  ?  Some- 
thing of  the  outer  earth,  no  doubt, — odd  geography, 
odd  astronomy,  doubts  whether  Scutari  is  in  the 
Crimea,  investigations  whether  the  moon  is  less  or 
greater  than  Jupiter ;  some  idea  of  herbs,  more  of 
horses  ;  ideas,  too,  more  or  less  vague,  of  the  remote 
and  supernatural, — notions  which  the  tongue  can- 
not speak,  which  it  would  seem  the  world  would 
hardly  bear  if  thoroughly  spoken.  Yet,  setting 
aside  these  which  fill  the  remote  corners  and  lesser 
outworks  of  the  brain,  the  whole  stress  and  vigour 
of  the  ordinary  faculties  is  expended  on  their  possessor 
and  his  associates,  on  the  man  and  on  his  fellows. 
In  almost  all  men,  indeed,  this  is  not  simply  an 
intellectual  contemplation  ;  we  not  only  look  on, 
but  act.  The  impulse  to  busy  ourselves  with  the 
affairs  of  men  goes  further  than  the  simple  attempt 
to  know  and  comprehend  them  :  it  warms  us  with  a 
further  life ;  it  incites  us  to  stir  and  influence  those 
affairs ;  its  animated  energy  wih1  not  rest  till  it 
has  hurried  us  into  toil  and  conflict. 

At  this  stage  the  mind  of  the  historian,  as  we 
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abstractedly  fancy  it,  naturally  breaks  off :  it  has 
more  interest  in  human  affairs  than  the  naturalist ; 
it  instinctively  selects  the  actions  of  man  for  occupa- 
tion and  scrutiny,  in  preference  to  the  habits  of 
fishes  or  the  structure  of  stones  ;  but  it  has  not  so 
much  vivid  interest  in  them  as  the  warm  and  active 
man.  To  know  is  sufficient  for  it ;  it  can  bear  not 
to  take  a  part.  A  want  of  impulse  seems  born  with 
the  disposition.  To  be  constantly  occupied  about 
the  actions  of  others  ;  to  have  constantly  presented 
to  your  contemplation  and  attention  events  and 
occurrences  memorable  only  as  evincing  certain 
qualities  of  mind  and  will,  which  very  qualities  in  a 
measure  you  feel  within  yourself,  and  yet  [to]  be 
without  an  impulse  to  exhibit  them  in  the  real  world, 
'  which  is  the  world  of  all  of  us  ;  '  l  to  contemplate, 
yet  never  act ;  '  to  have  the  House  before  you,' 
and  yet  to  be  content  with  the  reporters'  gallery, — 
shows  a  chill  impassiveness  of  temperament,  a 
sluggish  insensibility  to  ardent  impulse,  a  heavy 
immobility  under  ordinary  emotion.  The  image 
of  the  stout  Gibbon  placidly  contemplating  the 
animated  conflicts,  the  stirring  pleadings  of  Fox  and 
Burke,  watching  a  revolution  and  heavily  taking 
no  part  in  it,  gives  an  idea  of  the  historian  as  he  is 
likely  to  be.  '  Why,'  it  is  often  asked,  '  is  history 
dull  ?  It  is  a  narrative  of  life,  and  life  is  of  all  things 
the  most  interesting.'  The  answer  is,  that  it  is 
written  by  men  too  dull  to  take  the  common  interest 
in  life,  in  whom  languor  predominates  over  zeal, 
and  sluggishness  over  passion. 

Macaulay  is  not  dull,  and  it  may  seem  hard  to 
attempt  to  bring  him  within  the  scope  of  a  theory 
which  is  so  successful  in  explaining  dulness.  Yet, 
in  a  modified  and  peculiar  form,  we  can  perhaps 

1  Wordsworth  :  The  Prelude,  book  xi. 
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find  in  his  remarkable  character  unusually  distinct 
traces  of  the  insensibility  which  we  ascribe  to  the 
historian.  The  means  of  scrutiny  are  ample.  Mr. 
Macaulay  has  not  spent  his  life  in  a  corner ;  if  pos- 
terity should  refuse — of  course  they  will  not  refuse — 
to  read  a  line  of  his  writings,  they  would  yet  be 
sought  out  by  studious  inquirers,  as  those  of  a  man 
of  high  political  position,  great  notoriety,  and  greater 
oratorical  power.  We  are  not  therefore  obliged, 
as  in  so  many  cases  even  among  contemporaries, 
to  search  for  the  author's  character  in  his  books  alone  ; 
we  are  able  from  other  sources  to  find  out  his  char- 
acter, and  then  apply  it  to  explain  the  peculiarities 
of  his  works. 

Mr.  Macaulay  has  exhibited  many  high  attain- 
ments, many  dazzling  talents,  much  singular  and 
well-trained  power  ;  but  the  quality  which  would 
most  strike  the  observers  of  the  interior  man  is  what 
may  be  called  his  ^experiencing  nature.  Men  of 
genius  are  in  general  distinguished  by  their  extreme 
susceptibility  to  external  experience.  Finer  and 
softer  than  other  men,  every  exertion  of  their  will, 
every  incident  of  their  lives,  influences  them  more 
deeply  than  it  would  others.  Their  essence  is  at 
once  finer  and  more  impressible  ;  it  receives  a  dis- 
tincter  mark,  and  receives  it  more  easily  than  the 
souls  of  the  herd.  From  a  peculiar  sensibility, 
the  man  of  genius  bears  the  stamp  of  life  commonly 
more  clearly  than  his  fellows  ;  even  casual  associa- 
tions make  a  deep  impression  on  him ;  examine 
his  mind,  and  you  may  discern  his  fortunes.  Mr. 
Macaulay  has  nothing  of  this.  You  could  not  tell 
what  he  has  been.  His  mind  shows  no  trace  of 
change.  What  he  is,  he  was  ;  and  what  he  was,  he 
is.  He  early  attained  a  high  development,  but  he 
has  not  increased  it  since ;  years  have  come,  but 
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they  have  whispered  little  ;  as  was  said  of  the  second 
Pitt,  '  He  never  grew,  he  was  cast.'  The  volume  of 
Speeches  which  he  has  published  places  the  proof 
of  this  in  every  man's  hand.  His  first  speeches  are 
as  good  as  his  last ;  his  last  scarcely  richer  than  his 
first.  He  came  into  public  life  at  an  exciting  season  ; 
he  shared  of  course  in  that  excitement,  and  the  same 
excitement  still  quivers  in  his  mind.  He  delivered 
marvellous  rhetorical  exercises  on  the  Reform  Bill 
when  it  passed ;  he  speaks  of  it  with  rhetorical 
interest  even  now. 

He  is  still  the  man  of  '32.  From  that  era  he  looks 
on  the  past.  He  sees  '  Old  Sarum  '  in  the  seven- 
teenth century,  and  Gatton  in  the  civil  wars.  You 
may  fancy  a  uundertone.  The  Norman  barons  com- 
menced the  series  of  reforms  which  '  we  consummated ; ' 
Hampden  was  '  preparing  for  the  occasion  in  which 
I  had  a  part ;  '  William  '  for  the  debate  in  which  I 
took  occasion  to  observe.'  With  a  view  to  that 
era  everything  begins  ;  up  to  that  moment  every- 
thing ascends.  That  was  the  '  fifth  act '  of  the 
human  race  ;  the  remainder  of  history  is  only  an 
afterpiece.  All  this  was  very  natural  at  the  moment ; 
nothing  could  be  more  probable  than  that  a  young 
man  of  the  greatest  talents,  entering  at  once  into 
important  life  at  a  conspicuous  opportunity,  should 
exaggerate  its  importance  ;  he  would  fancy  it  was 
the  '  crowning  achievement,'  the  greatest  '  in  the 
tide  of  time.'  But  the  singularity  is  that  he  should 
retain  the  idea  now ;  that  years  have  brought  no 
influence,  experience  no  change.  The  events  of 
twenty  years  have  been  full  of  rich  instruction  on 
the  events  of  twenty  years  ago  ;  but  they  have  not 
instructed  him.  His  creed  is  a  fixture. 

It  is  the  same  on  his  peculiar  topic — on  India. 
Before  he  went  there  he  made  a  speech  on  the  subject  ; 
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Lord  Canterbury,  who  must  have  heard  a  million 
speeches,  said  it  was  the  best  that  he  had  ever  heard. 
It  is  difficult  to  fancy  that  so  much  vivid  knowledge 
could  be  gained  from  books — from  horrible  Indian 
treatises ;  that  such  imaginative  mastery  should 
be  possible  without  actual  experience.  Not  forget- 
ting, or  excepting,  the  orations  of  Burke,  it  was 
perhaps  as  remarkable  a  speech  as  was  ever  made 
on  India  by  an  Englishman  who  had  not  been  in 
India.  Now  he  has  been  there  he  speaks  no  better 
— rather  worse  ;  he  spoke  excellently  without  ex- 
perience, he  speaks  no  better  with  it, — if  anything, 
it  rather  puts  him  out.  His  speech  on  the  Indian 
charter  a  year  or  two  ago  was  not  finer  than  that 
on  the  charter  of  1833.  Before  he  went  to  India 
he  recommended  that  writers  should  be  examined 
in  the  classics  ;  after  being  in  India  he  recommended 
that  they  should  be  examined  in  the  same  way.  He 
did  not  say  he  had  seen  the  place  in  the  meantime  ; 
he  did  not  think  that  had  anything  to  do  with  it. 
You  could  never  tell  from  any  difference  in  his  style 
what  he  had  seen,  or  what  he  had  not  seen.  He  is 
so  insensible  to  passing  objects,  that  they  leave  no 
distinctive  mark,  no  intimate  peculiar  trace. 

Such  a  man  would  naturally  think  literature 
more  instructive  than  life.  Hazlitt  said  of  Mack- 
intosh, '  He  might  like  to  read  an  account  of  India ; 
but  India  itself,  with  its  burning,  shining  face,  was 
a  mere  blank,  an  endless  waste  to  him.  Persons 
of  this  class  have  no  more  to  say  to  a  plain  matter 
of  fact  staring  them  in  the  face  than  they  have 
to  a  hippopotamus.'  *  This  was  a  keen  criticism 

1  '  He  might  like  to  read  an  account  of  India  ;  but  India  itself, 
with  its  burning,  shining  face  would  be  a  mere  blank,  an  endless 
waste  to  him.  To  persons  of  this  class  of  mind,  things  must  be 
translated  into  words,  visible  images  into  abstract  propositions, 
to  meet  their  refined  apprehensions  ;  and  they  have  no  more 
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on  Sir  James,  savouring  of  the  splenetic  mind  from 
which  it  came.  As  a  complete  estimate,  it  would 
be  a  most  unjust  one  of  Macaulay ;  but  we  know 
that  there  [is]  a  whole  class  of  minds  which  prefer 
the  literary  delineation  of  objects  to  the  actual 
eyesight  of  them.  To  some,  life  is  difficult.  An 
insensible  nature,  like  a  rough  hide,  resists  the 
breath  of  passing  things  ;  an  unobserving  retina 
in  vain  depicts  whatever  a  quicker  eye  does  not 
explain.  But  any  one  can  understand  a  book ; 
the  work  done,  the  facts  observed,  the  formulae 
suggested,  the  subjects  classified.  Of  course  it 
needs  labour,  and  a  following  fancy,  to  peruse  the 
long  lucubrations  and  descriptions  of  others  ;  but 
a  fine  detective  sensibility  is  unnecessary ;  type 
is  plain,  an  earnest  attention  will  follow  it  and  know 
it.  To  this  class  Mr.  Macaulay  belongs  :  and  he 
has  characteristically  maintained  that  dead  authors 
are  more  fascinating  than  living  people. 

'  Those  friendships,'  he  tells  us,  '  are  exposed  to  no 
danger  from  the  occurrences  by  which  other  attachments 
are  weakened  or  dissolved.  Time  glides  by  ;  fortune  is 
inconstant  ;  tempers  are  soured  ;  bonds  which  seemed  in- 
dissoluble are  daily  sundered  by  interest,  by  emulation,  or 
by  caprice.  But  no  such  cause  can  affect  the  silent  converse 
which  we  hold  with  the  highest  of  human  intellects.  That 
placid  intercourse  is  disturbed  by  no  jealousies  or  resent- 
ments. These  are  the  old  friends  who  are  never  seen  with 
new  faces  ;  who  are  the  same  in  wealth  and  in  poverty,  in 

flory  and  in  obscurity.  With  the  dead  there  is  no  rivalry, 
n  the  dead  there  is  no  change.  Plato  is  never  sullen.  Cer- 
vantes is  never  petulant.  Demosthenes  never  comes  un- 
seasonably. Dante  never  stays  too  long.  No  difference 
of  political  opinion  can  alienate  Cicero.  No  heresy  can 
excite  the  horror  of  Bossuet.'  l 

to  say  to  a  matter-of-fact  stating  them  in  the  face  without  a  label 
in  its  mouth  than  they  would  to  a  hippopotamus.' — Spirit  of  the 
Age  :    '  Sir  James  Mackintosh.' 
1  Essay  on  '  Lord  Bacon.' 
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But  Bossuet  is  dead  ;  and  Cicero  was  a  Roman  ; 
and  Plato  wrote  in  Greek.  Years  and  manners 
separate  us  from  the  great.  After  dinner,  Demos- 
thenes may  come  unseasonably  ;  Dante  might  stay 
too  long.  We  are  alienated  from  the  politician, 
and  have  a  horror  of  the  theologian.  Dreadful 
idea,  having  Demosthenes  for  an  intimate  friend  ! 
He  had  pebbles  in  his  mouth  ;  he  was  always  urging 
action ;  he  spoke  such  good  Greek ;  we  cannot 
dwell  on  it, — it  is  too  much.  Only  a  mind  impassive 
to  our  daily  life,  unalive  to  bores  and  evils,  to  joys 
and  sorrows,  incapable  of  the  deepest  sympathies, 
a  prey  to  print,  could  imagine  it.  The  mass  of 
men  have  stronger  ties  and  warmer  hopes.  The 
exclusive  devotion  to  books  tires.  We  require  to 
love  and  hate,  to  act  and  live. 

It  is  not  unnatural  that  a  person  of  this  tempera- 
ment should  preserve  a  certain  aloofness  even  in 
the  busiest  life.  Mr.  Macaulay  has  ever  done  so. 
He  has  been  in  the  thick  of  political  warfare,  in  the 
van  of  party  conflict.  Whatever  a  keen  excitability 
would  select  for  food  and  opportunity,  has  been 
his ;  but  he  has  not  been  excited.  He  has  never 
thrown  himself  upon  action,  he  has  never  followed 
trivial  details  with  an  anxious  passion.  He  has 
ever  been  a  man  for  a  great  occasion.  He  was 
by  nature  a  deus  ex  machind.  Somebody  has  had 
to  fetch  him.  His  heart  was  in  Queen  Anne's  time. 
When  he  came,  he  spoke  as  Lord  Halifax  might 
have  spoken.  Of  course,  it  may  be  contended 
that  this  is  the  eximia  ars  ;  that  this  solitary  removed 
excellence  is  particularly  and  essentially  sublime. 
But,  simply  and  really,  greater  men  have  been 
more  deeply  '  immersed  in  matter.' 1  The  highest 

1  '  Some,  over  zealous  for  or  against  the  immateriality  of  the 
soul,  .  .  .  indulging  too  much  their  thoughts,  immersed  altogether 
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eloquence  quivers  with  excitement ;  there  is  life- 
blood  in  the  deepest  actions  ;  a  man  like  Stafford 
seems  flung  upon  the  world.  An  orator  should 
never  talk  like  an  observatory ;  no  coldness  should 
strike  upon  the  hearer. 

It  is  characteristic  also  that  [Macaulay]  should 
be  continually  thinking  of  posterity.  In  general, 
that  expected  authority  is  most  ungrateful ;  those 
who  think  of  it  most,  it  thinks  of  least.  The  way 
to  secure  its  favour  is,  to  give  vivid  essential  pictures 
of  the  life  before  you  ;  to  leave  a  fresh  glowing 
delineation  of  the  scene  to  which  you  were  born, 
of  the  society  to  which  you  have  peculiar  access. 
This  is  gained,  not  by  thinking  of  your  posterity, 
but  by  living  in  society  ;  not  by  poring  on  what 
is  to  be,  but  by  enjoying  what  is.  That  spirit  of 
thorough  enjoyment  which  pervades  the  great 
delineators  of  human  life  and  human  manners, 
was  not  caused  by  '  being  made  after  supper,  out 
of  a  cheese-paring  ;  '  x  it  drew  its  sustenance  from 
a  relishing,  enjoying,  sensitive  life,  and  the  flavour 
of  the  description  is  the  reality  of  that  enjoyment. 
Of  course  this  is  not  so  in  science.  You  may  leave 
a  name  by  an  abstract  discovery,  without  having 
led  a  vigorous  existence  ;  yet  what  a  name  is  this  ! 
Taylor's  theorem  will  go  down  to  posterity, — possibly 
its  discoverer  was  for  ever  dreaming  and  expecting 
it  would  ;  but  what  does  posterity  know  of  the 
deceased  Taylor  ?  Nominis  umbra 2  is  rather  a 
compliment ;  for  it  is  not  substantial  enough  to 
have  a  shadow. 

But    in    other    walks,     say    in   political    oratory, 

in  matter,  can  allow  no  existence  to  what  is  not  material.' — Locke 
on  the  Human  Understanding  ;  book  iv.  chapter  iii.  §  6. 

1  King  Henry  IV.,  (Part  n.)  in.  ii.  332. 

*  Stat  nominis  umbra  ;   the  famous  motto  of  Junius.     [P.M.] 
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which  is  the  part  of  Mr.  Macaulay's  composition 
in  which  his  value  for  posterity's  opinion  is  most 
apparent, — the  way  to  interest  posterity  is  to  think 
but  little  of  it.  What  gives  to  the  speeches  of 
Demosthenes  the  interest  they  have  ?  The  intense, 
vivid,  glowing  interest  of  the  speaker  in  all  that 
he  is  speaking  about.  Philip  is  not  a  person  whom 
'  posterity  will  censure,'  but  the  man  '  whom  I 
hate  ;  '  the  matter  in  hand  not  one  whose  interest 
depends  on  the  memory  of  men,  but  in  which  an 
eager  intense  nature  would  have  been  absorbed, 
if  there  had  been  no  posterity  at  all,  on  which  he 
wished  to  deliver  his  own  soul.  A  casual  character, 
so  to  speak,  is  natural  to  the  most  intense  words  ; 
externally,  even,  they  will  interest  the  '  after  world  ' 
more  for  having  interested  the  present  world ; 
they  must  have  a  life  of  some  place  and  some  time 
before  they  can  have  one  of  all  space  and  all  time. 
Mr.  Macaulay's  oratory  is  the  very  opposite  of  this. 
Schoolboyish  it  is  not,  for  it  is  the  oratory  of  a  very 
sensible  man  ;  but  the  theme  of  a  schoolboy  is  not 
more  devoid  of  the  salt  of  circumstance. 

The  speeches  on  the  Reform  Bill  have  been  headed, 
'  Now,  a  man  came  up  from  college  and  spoke  thus  ;  ' 
and,  like  a  college  man,  he  spoke  rather  to  the  abstract 
world  than  to  the  present.  He  knew  no  more 
of  the  people  who  actually  did  live  in  London  than 
of  people  who  would  live  in  London,  and  there  was, 
therefore,  no  reason  for  speaking  to  one  more  than 
to  the  other.  After  years  of  politics,  he  speaks  so 
still.  He  looks  on  a  question  (he  says)  as  posterity 
will  look  on  it ;  he  appeals  from  this  to  future  genera- 
tions ;  he  regards  existing  men  as  painful  prerequisites 
of  great-grandchildren.  This  seems  to  proceed,  as 
has  been  said,  from  a  distant  and  unimpressible 
nature.  But  it  is  impossible  to  deny  that  it  has 
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one  great  advantage :  it  has  made  him  take  pains. 
A  man  who  speaks  to  people  a  thousand  years  off, 
will  naturally  speak  carefully  :  he  tries  to  be  heard 
over  the  clang  of  ages,  over  the  rumours  of  myriads. 

Writing  for  posterity  is  like  writing  on  foreign 
post  paper  :  you  cannot  say  to  a  man  at  Calcutta 
what  you  would  say  to  a  man  at  Hackney ;  you 
think  '  the  yellow  man  is  a  very  long  way  off  ;  this 
is  fine  paper,  it  will  go  by  a  ship  '  ;  so  you  try  to 
say  something  worthy  of  the  ship,  something  noble, 
which  will  keep  and  travel.  Writers  like  Macaulay, 
who  think  of  future  people,  have  a  respect  for  future 
people.  Each  syllable  is  solemn,  each  word  distinct. 
No  author  trained  to  periodical  writing  has  so  little 
of  its  slovenliness  and  its  imperfection. 

This  singularly  constant  contemplation  of  posterity 
has  coloured  his  estimate  of  social  characters.  He 
has  no  toleration  for  those  great  men  in  whom  a 
lively  sensibility  to  momentary  honours  has  pre- 
vailed over  a  consistent  reference  to  the  posthumous 
tribunal.  He  is  justly  severe  on  Lord  Bacon  : — 

'  In  his  library,  all  his  rare  powers  were  under  the  guidance 
of  an  honest  ambition,  of  an  enlarged  philanthropy,  of  a 
sincere  love  of  truth.  There,  no  temptation  drew  him  away 
from  the  right  course.  Thomas  Aquinas  could  pay  no  fees, 
Duns  Scotus  could  confer  no  peerages.  (The  Master  of  the 
Sentences  1  had  no  rich  reversions  in  his  gift.  Far  different 
was  the  situation  of  the  great  philosopher  when  he  came 
forth  from  his  study  and  his  laboratory  to  mingle  with  the 
crowd  which  filled  the  galleries  of  Whitehall.  In  all  that 
crowd  there  was  no  man  equally  qualified  to  render  great 
and  lasting  services  to  mankind.  But  in  all  that  crowd 
there  was  not  a  heart  more  set  on  things  which  no  man 
ought  to  suffer  to  be  necessary  to  his  happiness,  on  things 
which  can  often  be  obtained  only  by  the  sacrifice  of  integrity 
and  honour.  To  be  the  leader  of  the  human  race  in  the 
career  of  improvement,  to  found  on  the  ruins  of  ancient 

1  Peter  the  Lombard,  author  of  a  famous  collection  of '  Sentences,' 
from  the  Church  fathers.  [P.M.] 
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intellectual  dynasties  a  more  prosperous  and  a  more  enduring 
empire,  to  be  revered  by  the  latest  generations  as  the  most 
illustrious  among  the  benefactors  of  mankind,  all  this  was 
within  his  reach.  But  all  this  availed  him  nothing,  while 
some  quibbling  special  pleader  was  promoted  before  him 
to  the  bench,  while  some  heavy  country  gentleman  took 
precedence  of  him  by  virtue  of  a  purchased  coronet,  while 
some  pandar,  happy  in  a  fair  wife,  could  obtain  a  more 
cordial  salute  from  Buckingham,  while  some  buffoon,  versed 
in  all  the  latest  scandal  of  the  court,  could  draw  a  louder 
laugh  from  James.' 

Yet  a  less  experience,  or  a  less  opportunity  of 
experience,  would  have  warned  a  mind  more  observant 
that  the  bare  desire  for  long  posthumous  renown  is 
but  a  feeble  principle  in  common  human  nature. 
Bacon  had  as  much  of  it  as  most  men.  The  keen 
excitability  to  this  world's  temptations  must  be 
opposed  by  more  exciting  impulses,  by  more  retard- 
ing discouragements,  by  conscience,  by  religion, 
by  fear.  If  you  would  vanquish  earth,  you  must 
'  invent  heaven.'  It  is  the  fiction  of  a  cold  abstracted- 
ness that  the  possible  respect  of  unseen  people  can 
commonly  be  more  desired  than  the  certain  homage 
of  existing  people. 

In  a  more  conspicuous  manner,  the  chill  nature  of 
the  most  brilliant  among  English  historians  is  shown 
in  his  defective  dealing  with  the  passionate  eras  of 
our  history.  He  has  never  been  attracted,  or  not 
proportionably  attracted,  by  the  singular  mixture 
of  heroism  and  slavishness,  of  high  passion  and  base 
passion,  which  mark  the  Tudor  period.  The  defect 
is  apparent  in  his  treatment  of  a  period  on  which  he 
has  written  powerfully — the  time  of  the  civil  wars. 
He  has  never  in  the  highest  manner  appreciated 
either  of  the  two  great  characters — the  Puritan  and 
the  Cavalier — which  are  the  form  and  life  of  those 
years. 

What  historian,   indeed,   has  ever  estimated  the 
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Cavalier  character  ?  There  is  Clarendon — the  grave, 
rhetorical,  decorous  lawyer — piling  words,  congealing 
arguments, — very  stately,  a  little  grim.  There  is 
Hume — the  Scots  metaphysician — who  has  made 
out  the  best  case  for  such  people  as  never  were,  for 
a  Charles  who  never  died,  for  a  Strafford  who  would 
never  have  been  attainted, — a  saving,  calculating 
North-countryman, — fat,  impassive, — who  lived  on 
eightpence  a  day.  What  have  these  people  to  do 
with  an  enjoying  English  gentleman  ?  It  is  easy 
for  a  doctrinaire  to  bear  a  post-mortem  examination, — 
it  is  much  the  same  whether  he  be  alive  or  dead  ; 
but  not  so  with  those  who  live  during  their  life, 
whose  essence  is  existence,  whose  being  is  in  anima- 
tion. There  seem  to  be  some  characters  who  are 
not  made  for  history,  as  there  are  some  who  are  not 
made  for  old  age.  A  Cavalier  is  always  young. 
The  buoyant  life  arises  before  us  rich  in  hope,  strong 
in  vigour,  irregular  in  action ;  men  young  and 
ardent,  framed  in  the  '  prodigality  of  nature  ;  '  l 
open  to  every  enjoyment,  alive  to  every  passion  ; 
eager,  impulsive  ;  brave  without  discipline  ;  noble 
without  principle  ;  prizing  luxury,  despising  danger, 
capable  of  high  sentiment,  but  in  each  of  whom  the 

'  Addiction  was  to  courses  vain, 
His  companies  unletter'd,  rude  and  shallow, 
His  hours  fill'd  up  with  riots,  banquets,  sports, 
And  never  noted  in  him  any  study, 
Any  retirement,  any  sequestration 
From  open  haunts  and  popularity.'  a 

We  see  these  men  setting  forth  or  assembling 
to  defend  their  King  and  Church  ;  and  we  see  it 
without  surprise ;  a  rich  daring  loves  danger  ;  a 
deep  excitability  likes  excitement.  If  we  look 
around  us,  we  may  see  what  is  analogous.  Some 

1  King  Richard  III.,  i.  ii.  244.  3  Henry  V.,  i.  i.  54. 
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say  that  the  battle  of  the  Alma  was  won  by  the 
'  uneducated  gentry  ;  '  the  '  uneducated  gentry  ' 
would  be  Cavaliers  now.  The  political  sentiment 
is  part  of  the  character.  The  essence  of  Toryism 
is  enjoyment.  Talk  of  the  ways  of  spreading  a 
wholesome  Conservatism  throughout  this  country  : 
give  painful  lectures,  distribute  weary  tracts  (and 
perhaps  this  is  as  well — you  may  be  able  to  give  an 
argumentative  answer  to  a  few  objections,  you  may 
diffuse  a  distinct  notion  of  the  dignified  dulness  of 
politics)  ;  but  as  far  as  communicating  and  estab- 
lishing your  creed  are  concerned — try  a  little  pleasure. 
The  way  to  keep  up  old  customs  is  to  enjoy  old 
customs  ;  the  way  to  be  satisfied  with  the  present 
state  of  things  is  to  enjoy  that  state  of  things.  Over 
the  '  Cavalier '  mind  this  world  passes  with  a  thrill 
of  delight ;  there  is  an  exultation  in  a  daily  event, 
zest  in  the  '  regular  thing,'  joy  at  an  old  feast.  Sir 
Walter  Scott  is  an  example  of  this.  Every  habit 
and  practice  of  old  Scotland  was  inseparably  in  his 
mind  associated  with  genial  enjoyment.  To  propose 
to  touch  one  of  her  institutions,  to  abolish  one  of 
those  practices,  was  to  touch  a  personal  pleasure — 
a  point  on  which  his  mind  reposed,  a  thing  of  memory 
and  hope. 

So  long  as  this  world  is  this  world,  will  a  buoyant 
life  be  the  proper  source  of  an  animated  Conservatism. 
The  '  Church-and-King '  enthusiasm  has  even  a 
deeper  connection  with  the  Cavaliers.  Carlyle  has 
said,  in  his  vivid  way,  '  Two  or  three  young  gentlemen 
have  said,  "  Go  to,  I  will  make  a  religion."  '  x  This 
is  the  exact  opposite  of  what  the  irregular,  enjoying 

1  '  In  France,  among  the  younger,  nobler  minds,  strangely  enough, 
.  .  .  this  and  the  other  earnest  man  has  not  been  wanting  who 
could  audibly  whisper  to  himself :  "  Go  to,  I  will  make  a  religion."  ' 
— Carlyle's  Miscellanies  :  Essay  on  '  Characteristics.' 
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man  can  think  or  conceive.  What  !  is  he,  with  his 
untrained  mind  and  his  changeful  heart  and  his 
ruleless  practice,  to  create  a  creed  ?  Is  the  gushing 
life  to  be  asked  to  construct  a  cistern  ?  Is  the 
varying  heart  to  be  its  own  master,  the  evil  practice 
its  own  guide  ?  Sooner  will  a  ship  invent  its  own 
rudder,  devise  its  own  pilot,  than  the  eager  being 
will  find  out  the  doctrine  which  is  to  restrain  him. 
The  very  intellect  is  a  type  of  the  confusion  of  the 
soul.  It  has  little  arguments  on  a  thousand  subjects, 
hearsay  sayings,  original  flashes,  small  and  bright, 
struck  from  the  heedless  mind  by  the  strong  impact 
of  the  world.  And  it  has  nothing  else.  It  has  no 
systematic  knowledge  ;  it  has  a  hatred  of  regular 
attention.  What  can  an  understanding  of  this  sort 
do  with  refined  questioning  or  subtle  investigation  ? 
It  is  obliged  in  a  sense  by  its  very  nature  to  take 
what  comes  ;  it  is  overshadowed  in  a  manner  by 
the  religion  to  which  it  is  born ;  its  conscience  tells 
it  that  it  owes  obedience  to  something  ;  it  craves 
to  worship  something ;  that  something,  in  both 
cases,  it  takes  from  the  past.  '  Thou  hast  not 
chosen  me,  but  I  have  chosen  thee,'  might  his  faith 
say  to  a  believer  of  this  kind.  A  certain  bigotry 
is  altogether  natural  to  him.  His  creed  seems  to  him 
a  primitive  fact,  as  certain  and  evident  as  the  stars. 
The  political  faith  (for  it  is  a  faith)  of  these  persons 
is  of  a  kind  analagous.  The  virtue  of  loyalty  assumes 
in  them  a  passionate  aspect,  and  overflows,  as  it  were, 
all  the  intellect  which  belongs  to  the  topic.  This 
virtue,  this  need  of  our  nature,  arises,  as  political 
philosophers  tell  us,  from  the  conscious  necessity 
which  man  is  under  of  obeying  an  external  moral 
rule.  We  feel  that  we  are  by  nature  and  by  the 
constitution  of  all  things  under  an  obligation  to 
conform  to  a  certain  standard,  and  we  seek  to  find 
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or  to  establish  in  the  sphere  without,  an  authority 
which  shall  enforce  it,  shall  aid  us  in  compelling 
others  and  also  in  mastering  ourselves.  When  a 
man  impressed  with  this  principle  comes  in  contact 
with  the  institution  of  civil  government  as  it  now 
exists  and  as  it  has  always  existed,  he  finds  what 
he  wants — he  discovers  an  authority  ;  and  he  feels 
bound  to  submit  to  it. 

We  do  not,  of  course,  mean  that  all  this  takes 
place  distinctly  and  consciously  in  the  mind  of  the 
person  ;  on  the  contrary,  the  class  of  minds  most 
subject  to  its  influence  are  precisely  those  which 
have  in  general  the  least  defined  and  accurate  con- 
sciousness of  their  own  operations,  or  of  what  befalls 
them.  In  matter  of  fact,  they  find  themselves 
under  the  control  of  laws  and  of  a  polity  from  the 
earliest  moment  that  they  can  remember,  and  they 
obey  it  from  habit  and  custom  years  before  they 
know  why.  Only  in  later  life,  when  distinct  thought 
is  from  an  outward  occurrence  forced  upon  them, 
do  they  feel  the  necessity  of  some  such  power  ;  and 
in  proportion  to  their  passionate  and  impulsive  dis- 
position they  feel  it  the  more.  The  law  has  in 
a  less  degree  on  them  the  same  effect  which  military 
discipline  has  in  a  greater.  It  braces  them  to  defined 
duties,  and  subjects  them  to  a  known  authority. 
Quieter  minds  find  this  authority  in  an  internal 
conscience  ;  but  in  riotous  natures  its  still  small 
voice  is  lost  if  it  be  not  echoed  in  loud  harsh  tones 
from  the  firm  and  outer  world  : — 

'  Their  breath  is  agitation,  and  their  life 
A  storm  whereon  they  ride.'  1 

From  without  they  crave  a  bridle  and  a  curb. 

The  doctrine  of  non-resistance  is  no  accident  of 

1  Childe  Harold,  canto  iii.  verse  44. 
VOL.  II. — 6 
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the  Cavalier  character,  though  it  seems  at  first  sight 
singular  in  an  eager,  tumultuous  disposition.  So 
inconsistent  is  human  nature,  that  it  proceeds  from 
the  very  extremity  of  that  tumult.  They  know 
that  they  cannot  allow  themselves  to  question  the 
authority  which  is  upon  them  ;  they  feel  its  necessity 
too  acutely,  their  intellect  is  untrained  in  subtle 
disquisitions,  their  conscience  fluctuating,  their 
passions  rising.  They  are  sure  that,  if  they  once 
depart  from  that  authority,  their  whole  soul  will 
be  in  anarchy.  As  a  riotous  state  tends  to  fall 
under  a  martial  tyranny,  a  passionate  mind  tends  to 
subject  itself  to  an  extrinsic  law — to  enslave  itself 
to  an  outward  discipline.  '  That  is  what  the  king 
says,  boy,  and  that  was  ever  enough  for  Sir  Henry 
Lee.'  An  hereditary  monarch  is,  indeed,  the  very 
embodiment  of  this  principle.  The  authority  is  so 
defined,  so  clearly  vested,  so  evidently  intelligible  ; 
it  descends  so  distinctly  from  the  past,  it  is  imposed 
so  conspicuously  from  without.  Anything  free 
refers  to  the  people  ;  anything  elected  seems  self- 
chosen.  The  '  divinity  '  that  '  doth  hedge  a  king  ' 1 
consists  in  his  evidently  representing  an  unmade, 
unchosen,  hereditary  duty. 

The  greatness  of  this  character  is  not  in  Macaulay's 
way,  and  its  faults  are.  Its  licence  affronts  him  ; 
its  riot  alienates  him.  He  is  for  ever  contrasting 
the  dissoluteness  of  Prince  Rupert's  Horse  with  the 
restraint  of  Cromwell's  pikemen.  A  deep  enjoying 
nature  finds  no  sympathy.  The  brilliant  style  passes 
forward :  we  dwell  on  its  brilliancy,  but  it  is  cold. 
Macaulay  has  no  tears  for  that  warm  life,  no  ten- 
derness for  that  extinct  joy.  The  ignorance  of  the 
Cavalier,  too,  moves  his  wrath  :  '  They  were  ignorant 
of  what  every  schoolgirl  knows.'  Their  loyalty  to 
1  Hamlet,  iv.  v.  123. 
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their  sovereign  is  the  devotion  of  the  Egyptians. to 
the  god  Apis,  who  selected  a  '  calf  to  adore.'  Their 
non-resistance  offends  the  philosopher  :  their  licence 
is  commented  on  with  the  tone  of  a  precisian.  Their 
indecorum  does  not  suit  the  dignity  of  the  narrator. 
Their  rich  free  nature  is  unappreciated  ;  the  tingling 
intensity  of  their  joy  is  unnoticed.  In  a  word,  there  is 
something  of  the  schoolboy  about  the  Cavalier — there 
is  somewhat  of  a  schoolmaster  about  the  historian. 

It  might  be  thought,  at  first  sight,  that  the  in- 
sensibility and  coldness  which  are  unfavourable  to  the 
appreciation  of  the  Cavalier  would  be  particularly 
favourable  to  that  of  the  Puritan.  Some  may  say 
that  a  natural  aloofness  from  things  earthly  would 
dispose  a  man  to  the  doctrines  of  a  sect  which  enjoins 
above  all  other  commandments  abstinence  and 
aloofness  from  those  things.  In  Macaulay's  case 
it  certainly  has  had  no  such  consequence.  He  was 
bred  up  in  the  circle  which  more  than  any  other  has 
resembled  that  of  the  greatest  and  best  Puritans — in 
the  circle  which  has  presented  the  evangelical  doctrine 
in  its  most  influential  and  celebrated,  and  not  its 
least  genial  form.  Yet  he  has  revolted  against  it. 
'  The  bray  of  Exeter  Hall '  *  is  a  phrase  which  has 
become  celebrated  :  it  is  an  odd  one  for  his  father's 
son.  The  whole  course  of  his  personal  fortunes, 
the  entire  scope  of  his  historical  narrative,  show  an 
utter  want  of  sympathy  with  the  Puritan  disposition. 
It  would  be  idle  to  quote  passages  ;  it  will  be  enough 
to  recollect  the  contrast  between  the  estimate — say, 
of  Cromwell — by  Carlyle  and  that  by  Macaulay, 
to  be  aware  of  the  enormous  discrepancy.  The 
one's  manner  evinces  an  instinctive  sympathy,  the 
other's  an  instinctive  aversion. 

1  '  Exeter  Hall  sets  up  its  bray.'  Speech  on  Maynooth  College 
Bill. 
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We  believe  that  this  is  but  a  consequence  of  the 
same  impassibility  of  nature  which  we  have  said 
so  much  of.  M.  de  Montalembert,  in  a  striking 
eloge  on  a  French  historian  1  — a  man  of  the  Southey 
type — after  speaking  of  his  life  in  Paris  during  youth 
(a  youth  cast  in  the  early  and  exciting  years  of  the 
first  Revolution,  and  of  the  prelude  to  it),  and 
graphically  portraying  a  man  subject  to  scepticism, 
but  not  given  to  vice  ;  staid  in  habits,  but  unbe- 
lieving in  opinion  ;  without  faith  and  without  irregu- 
larity,— winds  up  the  whole  by  the  sentence,  that 
'  he  was  hardened  at  once  against  good  and  evil.'  In 
his  view,  the  insensibility  which  was  a  guard  against 
exterior  temptation  was  also  a  hindrance  to  inward 
belief  :  and  there  is  a  philosophy  in  this. 

The  nature  of  man  is  not  two  things,  but  one  thing. 
We  have  not  one  set  of  affections,  hopes,  sensibilities, 
to  be  affected  by  the  present  world,  and  another 
and  a  different  to  be  affected  by  the  invisible  world  : 
we  are  moved  by  grandeur,  or  we  are  not ;  we  are 
stirred  by  sublimity,  or  we  are  not ;  we  hunger  after 
righteousness,  or  we  do  not ;  we  hate  vice,  or  we 
do  not ;  we  are  passionate,  or  not  passionate  ;  loving, 
or  not  loving ;  cold,  or  not  cold ;  our  heart  is  dull, 
or  it  is  wakeful ;  our  soul  [is]  alive,  or  it  is  dead. 
Deep  under  the  surface  of  the  intellect  lies  the 
stratum  of  the  passions,  of  the  intense,  peculiar, 
simple  impulses  which  constitute  the  heart  of  man ; 
there  is  the  eager  essence,  the  primitive  desiring 
being.  What  stirs  this  latent  being  we  know.  In 
general  it  is  stirred  by  everything.  Sluggish  natures 
are  stirred  little,  wild  natures  are  stirred  much : 

1  Droz  (author  of  the  History  of  Louis  XVI.,  etc.),  whom  Monta- 
lembert succeeded  in  the  Academic  Francaise,  and  whose  doge 
he  pronounced,  according  to  custom,  on  5th  December  1852. 
[P.M.] 
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but  all  are  stirred  somewhat.  It  is  not  important 
whether  the  object  be  in  the  visible  or  invisible 
world  :  whoso  loves  what  he  has  seen,  will  love  what 
he  has  not  seen  ;  whoso  hates  what  he  has  seen, 
will  hate  what  he  has  not  seen. 

Creation  is,  as  it  were,  but  the  garment  of  the 
Creator  :  whoever  is  blind  to  the  beauty  on  its 
surface,  will  be  insensible  to  the  beauty  beneath  ; 
whoso  is  dead  to  the  sublimity  before  his  senses, 
will  be  dull  to  that  which  he  imagines ;  whoso 
is  untouched  by  the  visible  man,  will  be  unmoved 
by  the  invisible  God.  These  are  no  new  ideas  ; 
and  the  conspicuous  evidence  of  history  confirms 
them.  Everywhere  the  deep  religious  organisation 
has  been  deeply  sensitive  to  this  world.  If  we 
compare  what  are  called  sacred  and  profane  litera- 
tures, the  depth  of  human  affection  is  deepest  in 
the  sacred.  A  warmth  as  of  life  is  on  the  Hebrew, 
a  chill  as  of  marble  is  on  the  Greek.  In  Jewish 
history  the  most  tenderly  religious  character  is 
the  most  sensitive  to  earth.  Along  every  lyric 
of  the  great  Psalmist  thrills  a  deep  spirit  of  human 
enjoyment ;  he  was  alive  as  a  child  to  the  simple 
aspects  of  the  world  ;  the  very  errors  of  his  mingled 
career  are  but  those  to  which  the  open,  enjoying 
character  is  most  prone  ;  its  principle,  so  to  speak, 
was  a  tremulous  passion  for  that  which  he  had  seen, 
as  well  as  that  which  he  had  not  seen.  There  is 
no  paradox,  therefore,  in  saying  that  the  same 
character  which  least  appreciates  the  impulsive 
and  ardent  Cavalier  is  also  the  most  likely  not  to 
appreciate  the  warm  zeal  of  an  overpowering  devotion. 

Some  years  ago  it  would  have  been  necessary  to 
show  at  length  that  the  Puritans  had  such  a  devotion. 
The  notion  had  been  that  they  were  fanatics,  who 
simulated  zeal,  and  hypocrites,  who  misquoted 
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the  Old  Testament.  A  new  era  has  arrived ;  one 
of  the  great  discoveries  which  the  competition 
of  authors  has  introduced  into  historical  researches 
has  attained  a  singular  popularity.  Times  are 
changed.  We  are  rather  now,  in  general,  in  danger 
of  holding  too  high  an  estimate  of  the  puritanical 
character  than  a  too  low  or  contemptuous  one. 
Among  the  disciples  of  Carlyle  it  is  considered  that 
having  been  a  Puritan  is  the  next  best  thing  to 
having  been  in  Germany.  But  though  we  cannot 
sympathise  with  everything  that  the  expounders 
of  the  new  theory  allege,  and  though  we  should 
not  select  for  praise  the  exact  peculiarities  most 
agreeable  to  the  slightly  grim  '  gospel  of  earnest- 
ness,' we  acknowledge  the  great  service  which  they 
have  rendered  to  English  history.  No  one  will 
now  ever  overlook  that,  in  the  greater,  in  the  original 
Puritans  —  in  Cromwell,  for  example  —  the  whole 
basis  of  the  character  was  a  passionate,  deep,  rich, 
religious  organisation. 

This  is  not  in  Mr.  Macaulay's  way.  It  is  not  that 
he  is  sceptical ;  far  from  it.  '  Divines  of  all  per- 
suasions,' he  tells  us,  '  are  agreed  that  there  is  a 
religion ;  '  and  he  acquiesces  in  their  teaching. 
But  he  has  no  passionate  self-questionings,  no 
indomitable  fears,  no  asking  perplexities.  He  is 
probably  pleased  at  the  exemption.  He  has  praised 
Bacon  for  a  similar  want  of  interest.  '  Nor  did  he 
ever  meddle  with  those  enigmas  which  have  puzzled 
hundreds  of  generations,  and  will  puzzle  hundreds 
more.  He  said  nothing  about  the  grounds  of  moral 
obligation,  or  the  freedom  of  the  human  will.  He 
had  no  inclination  to  employ  himself  in  labours 
resembling  those  of  the  damned  in  the  Grecian 
Tartarus — to  spin  for  ever  on  the  same  wheel  round 
the  same  pivot.  He  lived  in  an  age  in  which  disputes 
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on  the  most  subtle  points  of  divinity  excited  an 
intense  interest  throughout  Europe ;  and  nowhere 
more  than  in  England.  He  was  placed  in  the  very 
thick  of  the  conflict.  He  was  in  power  at  the  time 
of  the  Synod  of  Dort,  and  must  for  months  have  been 
daily  deafened  with  talk  about  election,  reprobation, 
and  final  perseverance.  Yet  we  do  not  remember 
a  line  in  his  works  from  which  it  can  be  inferred 
that  he  was  either  a  Calvinist  or  an  Arminian.  While 
the  world  was  resounding  with  the  noise  of  a  dis- 
putatious philosophy  and  a  disputatious  theology, 
the  Baconian  school,  like  Airworthy  seated  between 
Square  and  Thwackum,  preserved  a  calm  neutrality, 
— half-scornful,  half-benevolent, — and,  content  with 
adding  to  the  sum  of  practical  good,  left  the  war 
of  words  to  those  who  liked  it.'  This  may  be  the 
writing  of  good  sense,  but  it  is  not  the  expression 
of  an  anxious  or  passionate  religious  nature. 

Such  is  the  explanation  of  his  [Macaulay's]  not 
prizing  so  highly  as  he  should  prize  the  essential 
excellences  of  the  Puritan  character.  He  is  defective 
in  the  one  point  in  which  they  were  very  great ;  he 
is  eminent  in  the  very  point  in  which  they  were 
most  defective.  A  spirit  of  easy  cheerfulness  per- 
vades  his  writings,  a  pleasant  geniality  overflows 
[his]  history :  the  rigid  asceticism,  the  pain  for 
pain's  sake,  of  the  Puritan  is  altogether  alien  to 
him.  Retribution  he  would  deny ;  sin  is  hardly 
a  part  of  his  creed.  His  religion  is  one  of  thanks- 
giving. His  notion  of  philosophy — it  would  be  a 
better  notion  of  his  own  writing — is  illustrans  com- 
moda  mice. 

The  English  Revolution  is  the  very  topic  for  a 
person  of  this  character.  It  is  eminently  an  un- 
impassioned  movement.  It  requires  no  apprecia- 
tion of  the  Cavalier  or  of  the  zealot ;  no  sympathy 
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with  the  romance  of  this  world ;  no  inclination 
to  pass  beyond,  and  absorb  the  mind's  energies 
in  another.  It  had  neither  the  rough  enthusiasm 
of  barbarism  nor  the  delicate  grace  of  high  civilisa- 
tion :  the  men  who  conducted  it  had  neither  the 
deep  spirit  of  Cromwell's  Puritans  nor  the  chivalric 
loyalty  of  the  enjoying  English  gentleman.  They 
were  hard-headed,  sensible  men,  who  knew  that 
politics  were  a  kind  of  business,  that  the  essence  of 
business  is  compromise,  of  practicality  concession. 
They  drove  no  theory  to  excess ;  for  they  had  no 
theory.  Their  passions  did  not  hurry  them  away ; 
for  their  temperament  was  still,  their  reason  calcu- 
lating and  calm. 

Locke  is  the  type  of  the  best  character  of  his  era. 
There  is  nothing  in  him  which  a  historian  such 
as  we  have  described  could  fail  to  comprehend, 
or  could  not  sympathise  with  when  he  did  compre- 
hend. He  was  the  very  reverse  of  a  Cavalier ;  he 
came  of  a  Puritan  stock ;  he  retained  through  life 
a  kind  of  chilled  Puritanism ;  he  had  nothing  of 
its  excessive,  overpowering,  interior  zeal,  but  he 
retained  the  formal  decorum  which  it  had  given 
to  the  manners,  the  solid  earnestness  of  its  intellect, 
the  heavy  respectability  of  its  character.  In  all 
the  nations  across  which  Puritanism  has  passed 
you  may  notice  something  of  its  indifference  to 
this  world's  lighter  enjoyments  ;  [but]  no  one  of  them 
has  been  quite  able  to  retain  its  singular  interest  in 
what  is  beyond  the  veil  of  time  and  sense.  The 
generation  to  which  we  owe  our  Revolution  was 
in  the  first  stage  of  the  descent.  Locke  thought 
a  zealot  a  dangerous  person,  and  a  poet  little  better 
than  a  rascal.  It  has  been  said,  with  perhaps  an 
allusion  to  Macaulay,  that  our  historians  have 
held  that  '  all  the  people  who  lived  before  1688 
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were  either  knaves  or  fools.'  This  is,  of  course, 
an  exaggeration  ;  but  those  who  have  considered 
what  sort  of  person  a  historian  is  likely  to  be,  will 
not  be  surprised  at  his  preference  for  the  people 
of  that  era.  They  had  the  equable  sense  which  he 
appreciates ;  they  had  not  the  deep  animated 
passions  to  which  his  nature  is  insensible. 

Yet,  though  Mr.  Macaulay  shares  in  the  common 
temperament  of  historians,  and  in  the  sympathy 
with,  and  appreciation  of,  the  characters  most 
congenial  to  that  temperament,  he  is  singularly 
contrasted  with  them  in  one  respect — he  has  a  vivid 
fancy,  they  have  a  dull  one.  History  is  generally 
written  on  the  principle  that  human  life  is  a  trans- 
action ;  that  people  come  to  it  with  defined  inten- 
tions and  a  calm  self-possessed  air,  as  stockjobbers 
would  buy  '  omnium,'  as  timber-merchants  buy 
'  best-middling ;  '  people  are  alike,  and  things  are 
alike  ;  everything  is  a  little  dull,  every  one  a  little 
slow ;  manners  are  not  depicted,  traits  are  not 
noticed  ;  the  narrative  is  confined  to  those  great  trans- 
actions which  can  be  understood  without  any  imagin- 
ative delineation  of  their  accompaniments.  There  are 
two  kinds  of  things — those  which  you  need  only  to 
understand,  and  those  which  you  need  also  to  imagine. 
That  a  man  bought  nine  hundredweight  of  hops 
is  an  intelligible  idea — you  do  not  want  the  hops 
delineated  or  the  man  described  ;  that  he  went  into 
society  suggests  an  inquiry — you  want  to  know  what 
the  society  was  like,  and  how  far  he  was  fitted  to  be 
there.  The  great  business  transactions  of  the  political 
world  are  of  the  intelligible  description.  Mr.  Macaulay 
has  himself  said  : — 

'  A  history,  in  which  every  particular  incident  may  be 
true,  may  on  the  whole  be  false.  The  circumstances  which 
have  most  influence  on  the  happiness  of  mankind,  the  changes 
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of  manners  and  morals,  the  transition  of  communities  from 
poverty  to  wealth,  from  knowledge  to  ignorance,  from 
ferocity  to  humanity — these  are,  for  the  most  part,  noiseless 
revolutions.  Their  progress  is  rarely  indicated  by  what 
historians  are  pleased  to  call  important  events.  They  are 
not  achieved  by  armies,  or  enacted  by  senates.  They  are 
sanctioned  by  no  treaties,  and  recorded  in  no  archives. 
They  are  carried  on  in  every  school,  in  every  church,  behind 
ten  thousand  counters,  at  ten  thousand  firesides.  The 
upper  current  of  society  presents  no  certain  criterion  by 
which  we  can  judge  of  the  direction  in  which  the  under 
current  flows.  We  read  of  defeats  and  victories.  But  we 
know  that  nations  may  be  miserable  amidst  victories  and 
prosperous  amidst  defeats.  We  read  of  the  fall  of  wise 
ministers  and  of  the  rise  of  profligate  favourites.  But  we 
must  remember  how  small  a  proportion  the  good  or  evil 
effected  by  a  single  statesman  can  bear  to  the  good  or  evil  of 
a  great  social  system.'  x 

But  of  this  sluggishness  of  imagination  he  has  cer- 
tainly no  trace  himself.  He  is  willing  to  be  '  behind 
ten  thousand  counters/  to  be  a  guest '  at  ten  thousand 
firesides.'  He  is  willing  to  see  '  ordinary  men  as 
they  appear  in  their  ordinary  business  and  in  their 
ordinary  pleasures.'  He  has  no  objection  to  '  mingle 
in  the  crowds  of  the  Exchange  and  the  coffee-house.' 
He  would  '  obtain  admittance  to  the  convivial  table 
and  the  domestic  hearth.'  So  far  as  his  dignity 
will  permit,  '  he  will  bear  with  vulgar  expressions.' 
And  a  singular  efficacy  of  fancy  gives  him  the  power 
to  do  so.  Some  portion  of  the  essence  of  human 
nature  is  concealed  from  him  ;  but  all  its  accessories 
are  at  his  command.  He  delineates  any  trait ;  he 
can  paint,  and  justly  paint,  any  manners  he 
chooses. 

'  [The]  perfect  historian,'  he  tells  us,  '  is  he  in  whose  work 
the  character  and  spirit  of  an  age  is  exhibited  in  miniature. 
He  relates  no  fact,  he  attributes  no  expression  to^his  char- 

1  Essay  on  '  History.'  All  the  other  quotations  on  the  page 
are  from  the  same  source. 
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acters,  which  is  not  authenticated  by  sufficient  testimony. 
But,  by  judicious  selection,  rejection,  and  arrangement,  he 
gives  to  truth  those  attractions  which  have  been  usurped  by 
fiction.  In  his  narrative  a  due  subordination  is  observed  : 
some  transactions  are  prominent  ;  others  retire.  But  the 
scale  on  which  he  represents  them  is  increased  or  diminished, 
not  according  to  the  dignity  of  the  persons  concerned  in 
them,  but  according  to  the  degree  in  which  they  elucidate 
the  condition  of  society  and  the  nature  of  man.  He  shows 
us  the  court,  the  camp,  and  the  senate.  But  he  shows  us 
also  the  nation.  He  considers  no  anecdote,  no  peculiarity 
of  manner,  no  familiar  saying,  as  too  insignificant  for  his 
notice  which  is  not  too  insignificant  to  illustrate  the  operation 
of  laws,  of  religion,  and  of  education,  and  to  mark  the  pro- 
gress of  the  human  mind.  Men  will  not  merely  be  described, 
but  will  be  made  intimately  known  to  us.  The  changes  of 
manners  will  be  indicated,  not  merely  by  a  few  general 
phrases  or  a  few  extracts  from  statistical  documents,  but  by 
appropriate  images  presented  in  every  line. 

'  If  a  man,  such  as  we  are  supposing,  should  write  the 
history  of  England,  he  would  assuredly  not  omit  the  battles, 
the  sieges,  the  negotiations,  the  seditions,  the  ministerial 
changes.  But  with  these  he  would  intersperse  the  details 
which  are  the  charm  of  historical  romances.  At  Lincoln 
Cathedral  there  is  a  beautiful  painted  window,  which  was 
made  by  an  apprentice  out  of  the  pieces  of  glass  which 
had  been  rejected  by  his  master.  It  is  so  far  superior  to 
every  other  in  the  church,  that,  according  to  the  tradition, 
the  vanquished  artist  killed  himself  from  mortification. 
Sir  Walter  Scott,  in  the  same  manner,  has  used  those  frag- 
ments of  truth  which  historians  have  scornfully  thrown 
behind  them  in  a  manner  which  may  well  excite  their  envy. 
He  has  constructed  out  of  their  gleanings  works  which, 
even  considered  as  histories,  are  scarcely  less  valuable  than 
theirs.  But  a  truly  great  historian  would  reclaim  those 
materials  which  the  novelist  has  appropriated.  The  history 
of  the  Government,  and  the  history  of  the  people,  would  be 
exhibited  in  that  mode  in  which  alone  they  can  be  exhibited 
justly,  in  inseparable  conjunction  and  intermixture.  We 
should  not  then  have  to  look  for  the  wars  and  votes  of  the 
Puritans  in  Clarendon,  and  for  their  phraseology  in  Old 
Mortality;  for  one  half  of  King  James  in  Hume,  and  for  the 
other  half  in  the  Fortunes  of  Nigel.'  l 

So  far  as  the  graphic  description  of  exterior  life  goes, 
he  has  completely  realised  his  idea. 
1  Essay  on  '  History.' 
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This  union  of  a  flowing  fancy  with  an  insensible 
organisation  is  very  rare.  In  general,  a  delicate 
fancy  is  joined  with  a  poetic  organisation.  Exactly 
why,  it  would  be  difficult  to  explain.  It  is  for  meta- 
physicians in  large  volumes  to  explain  the  genesis 
of  the  human  faculties  ;  but,  as  a  fact,  it  seems  to 
be  clear  that,  for  the  most  part,  imaginative  men 
are  the  most  sensitive  to  the  poetic  side  of  human 
life  and  natural  scenery.  They  are  drawn  by  a 
strong  instinct  to  what  is  sublime,  grand,  and  beautiful. 
They  do  not  care  for  the  coarse  business  of  life.  They 
dislike  to  be  cursed  with  its  ordinary  cares.  Their 
nature  is  vivid  ;  it  is  interested  by  all  which  natur- 
ally interests  ;  it  dwells  on  the  great,  the  graceful, 
and  the  grand.  On  this  account  it  naturally  runs 
away  from  history.  The  very  name  of  it  is  too 
oppressive.  Are  not  all  such  works  written  in  the 
Index  Expurgatorius  of  the  genial  satirist  as  works 
which  it  was  impossible  to  read  ? l  The  coarse 
and  cumbrous  matter  revolts  the  soul  of  the  fine 
and  fanciful  voluptuary. 

Take  it  as  you  will,  human  life  is  like  the  earth 
on  which  man  dwells.  There  are  exquisite  beauties, 
grand  imposing  objects,  scattered  here  and  there  ; 
but  the  spaces  between  these  are  wide  ;  the  mass  of 
common  clay  is  huge ;  the  dead  level  of  vacant  life, 
of  commonplace  geography,  is  immense.  The  poetic 
nature  cannot  bear  the  preponderance ;  it  seeks 
relief  in  selected  scenes,  in  special  topics,  in  favourite 
beauties.  History,  which  is  the  record  of  human 
existence,  is  a  faithful  representative  of  it,  at  least 
in  this  :  the  poetic  mind  cannot  bear  the  weight  of 
its  narrations  and  the  commonplaceness  of  its  events. 

This  peculiarity  of  character  gives  to  Mr.  Macaulay's 

1  Lamb's  :  Last  Essays  of  Elia:  'Detached  Thoughts  on  Books 
and  Reading.' 
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writing  one  of  its  most  curious  characteristics.  He 
throws  over  matters  which  are  in  their  nature 
dry  and  dull,  —  transactions  —  budgets  — bills,  —  the 
charm  of  fancy  which  a  poetical  mind  employs  to 
enhance  and  set  forth  the  charm  of  what  is  beautiful. 
An  attractive  style  is  generally  devoted  to  what  is 
in  itself  specially  attractive  ;  here  it  is  devoted  to 
subjects  which  are  often  unattractive,  are  some- 
times even  repelling,  at  the  best  are  commonly 
neutral,  not  inviting  attention,  if  they  do  not  excite 
dislike.  In  these  new  volumes  there  [are]  a  currency 
reform,  pages  on  Scots  Presbyterianism,  a  heap  of 
Parliamentary  debates.  Who  could  be  expected 
to  make  anything  interesting  of  such  topics  ?  It  is 
not  cheerful  to  read  in  the  morning  papers  the  debates 
of  yesterday,  though  they  happened  last  night  ; 
[we]  cannot  like  a  Calvinistic  divine  when  we  see 
him  in  the  pulpit ;  it  is  awful  to  read  on  the  currency, 
even  when  it  concerns  the  bank-notes  which  we  use. 
How,  then,  can  we  care  for  a  narrative  when  the 
divine  is  dead,  the  shillings  [are]  extinct,  the  whole 
topic  of  the  debate  [is]  forgotten  and  passed 
away  ?  Yet  such  is  the  power  of  style,  so  great 
is  the  charm  of  very  skilful  words,  of  narration 
which  is  always  passing  forward,  of  illustration 
which  always  hits  the  mark,  that  such  subjects 
as  these  not  only  become  interesting,  but  very 
interesting. 

The  proof  is  evident.  No  book  is  so  sought  after. 
The  Chancellor  of  the  Exchequer  said  '  all  members 
of  Parliament  had  read  it.'  What  other  books 
could  ever  be  fancied  to  have  been  read  by  them  ? 
A  county  member — a  real  county  member — hardly 
reads  two  volumes  per  existence.  Years  ago  Mac- 
aulay  said  a  History  of  England  might  become 
more  in  demand  at  the  circulating  libraries  than 
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the  last  novel.  He  has  actually  made  his  words 
true.  It  is  no  longer  a  phrase  of  rhetoric,  it  is  a 
simple  fact. 

The  explanation  of  this  remarkable  notoriety 
is,  the  contrast  of  the  topic  and  the  treatment. 
Those  who  read  for  the  sake  of  entertainment  are 
attracted  by  the  one  ;  those  who  read  for  the  sake 
of  instruction  are  attracted  by  the  other.  Macaulay 
has  something  that  suits  the  readers  of  Mr.  Hallam  ; 
he  has  something  which  will  please  the  readers  of 
Mr.  Thackeray.  The  first  wonder  to  find  themselves 
reading  such  a  style ;  the  last  are  astonished  at 
reading  on  such  topics — at  finding  themselves 
studying  by  casualty.  This  marks  the  author. 
Only  a  buoyant  fancy  and  an  impassive  tempera- 
ment could  produce  a  book  so  combining  weight 
with  levity. 

Something  similar  may  be  remarked  of  the  writings 
of  a  still  greater  man — of  Edmund  Burke.  The 
contrast  [between]  the  manner  of  his  characteristic 
writings  [and]  their  matter  is  very  remarkable. 
He  too  threw  over  the  detail  of  business  and  of 
politics  those  graces  and  attractions  of  manner 
which  seem  in  some  sort  inconsistent  with  them  ; 
which  are  adapted  for  topics  more  intrinsically 
sublime  and  beautiful.  It  was  for  this  reason 
that  Hazlitt  asserted  that  '  no  woman  ever  cared 
for  Burke's  writings.'  1  The  matter,  he  said,  was 
'  hard  and  dry,'  and  no  superficial  glitter  of  eloquence 
could  make  it  agreeable  to  those  who  liked  what  is, 
in  its  very  nature,  fine  and  delicate.  The  charm 
of  exquisite  narration  has,  in  a  great  degree,  in 
Mr.  Macaulay's  case,  supplied  the  deficiency ;  but 
it  may  be  perhaps  remarked,  that  some  trace  of 
the  same  phenomenon  has  again  occurred,  from 

1  This  quotation  is  purely  imaginary.     [F.M.] 
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similar  causes,  and  that  his  popularity,  though 
great  among  both  sexes,  is  in  some  sense  more  mascu- 
line than  feminine. 

The  absence  of  this  charm  of  narration,  to  which 
accomplished  women  are,  it  would  seem,  peculiarly 
sensitive,  is  very  characteristic  of  Burke.  His 
mind  was  the  reverse  of  historical.  Although  he 
had  rather  a  coarse,  incondite  temperament,  not 
finely  susceptible  to  the  best  influences,  to  the 
most  exquisite  beauties  of  the  world  in  which  he 
lived,  he  yet  lived  in  that  world  thoroughly  and 
completely.  He  did  not  take  an  interest,  as  a  poet 
does,  in  the  sublime,  because  it  is  sublime,  in  the 
beautiful,  because  it  is  beautiful ;  but  he  had  the 
passions  of  more  ordinary  men  in  a  degree,  and  of 
an  intensity,  which  ordinary  men  may  be  most 
thankful  that  they  have  not.  In  no  one  has  the 
intense  faculty  of  intellectual  hatred — the  hatred 
which  the  absolute  dogmatist  has  for  those  in  whom 
he  incarnates  and  personifies  the  opposing  dogma — 
been  fiercer  or  stronger  ;  in  no  one  has  the  intense 
ambition  to  rule  and  govern, — in  scarcely  any  one 
has  the  daily  ambition  of  the  daily  politician  been 
fiercer  and  stronger ;  he,  if  any  man,  cast  himself 
upon  his  time.  After  one  of  his  speeches,  peruse 
one  of  Macaulay's  :  you  seem  transported  to  another 
sphere.  The  fierce  living  interest  of  the  one  con- 
trasts with  the  cold  rhetorical  interest  of  the  other ; 
you  are  in  a  different  part  of  the  animal  kingdom  ; 
you  have  left  the  viviparous  intellect ;  you  have 
left  products  warm  and  struggling  with  hasty  life ; 
you  have  reached  the  oviparous,  and  products 
smooth  and  polished,  cold  and  stately. 

In  addition  to  this  impassive  nature,  inclining 
him  to  write  on  past  transactions — to  this  fancy, 
enabling  him  to  adorn  and  describe  them — Mr. 
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Macaulay  has  a  marvellous  memory  to  recall  them  ; 
and  what  we  may  call  the  Scots  intellect,  enabling 
him  to  conceive  them.  The  memory  is  his  most 
obvious  power.  An  enormous  reading  seems  always 
present  to  him.  No  effort  seems  wanted — no  mental 
excogitation.  According  to  his  own  description 
of  a  like  faculty,  '  it  would  have  been  strange  indeed 
if  you  had  asked  for  any  thing  that  was  not  to  be 
found  in  that  immense  storehouse.  The  article 
you  required  was  not  only  there.  It  was  ready. 
It  was  in  its  own  [proper]  compartment.  In  a 
moment  it  was  brought  down,  unpacked,  and  ex- 
plained [displayed].'  x  He  has  a  literary  illustration 
for  everything ;  and  his  fancy  enables  him  to  make 
a  skilful  use  of  his  wealth.  He  always  selects  the 
exact  likeness  of  the  idea  which  he  wishes  to  explain. 
And  though  it  be  less  obvious,  yet  his  writing  would 
have  been  deficient  in  one  of  its  most  essential 
characteristics  if  it  had  not  been  for  what  we  have 
called  his  Scots  intellect,  which  is  a  curious  matter 
to  explain. 

It  may  be  thought  that  Adam  Smith  had  little 
in  common  with  Sir  Walter  Scott.  Sir  Walter 
was  always  making  fun  of  him  ;  telling  odd  tales 
of  his  abstraction  and  singularity ;  not  obscurely 
hinting,  that  a  man  who  could  hardly  put  on  his 
own  coat,  and  certainly  could  not  buy  his  own 
dinner,  was  scarcely  fit  to  decide  on  the  proper 
course  of  industry  and  the  mercantile  dealings  of 
nations.  Yet,  when  Sir  Walter's  own  works  come 
to  be  closely  examined,  they  will  be  found  to  contain 
a  good  deal  of  political  economy  of  a  certain  sort, — 
and  not  a  very  bad  sort.  Any  one  who  will  study 
his  description  of  the  Highland  clans  in  Waverley  ; 
his  observations  on  the  industrial  side  (if  so  it  is 

1  Essay  on  '  Sir  James  Mackintosh.' 
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to  be  called)  of  the  Border-life  ;  his  plans  for  dealing 
with  the  poor  of  his  own  time, — will  be  struck  not 
only  with  a  plain  sagacity,  which  we  could  equal 
in  England,  but  with  the  digested  accuracy  and 
theoretical  completeness  which  they  show.  You 
might  cut  paragraphs,  even  from  his  lighter  writings, 
which  would  be  thought  acute  in  the  Wealth  of 
Nations.  There  appears  to  be  in  the  genius  of 
the  Scots  people — fostered,  no  doubt,  by  the  abstract 
metaphysical  education  of  their  Universities,  but, 
also,  by  way  of  natural  taste,  supporting  that 
education,  and  rendering  it  possible  and  popular — 
a  power  of  reducing  human  actions  to  formulae  or 
principles. 

An  instance  is  now  in  a  high  place.  People  who  are 
not  lawyers, — rural  people,  who  have  sense  of  their 
own,  but  have  no  access  to  the  general  repute  and 
opinion  which  expresses  the  collective  sense  of  the 
great  world, — never  can  be  brought  to  believe  that 
Lord  Campbell  is  a  great  man.  They  read  his 
speeches  in  the  House  of  Lords — his  occasional 
flights  of  eloquence  on  the  Bench — his  attempts 
at  pathos — his  stupendous  gaucheries — and  they 
cannot  be  persuaded  that  a  person  so  guilty  of 
such  things  can  have  really  first-rate  talent.  If 
you  ask  them  how  he  came  to  be  Chief  Justice  of 
England,  they  mutter  something  angry,  and  [say], 
'  Well,  Scotsmen  do  get  on  somehow.'  This  is 
really  the  true  explanation.  In  spite  of  a  hundred 
defects,  Lord  Campbell  has  the  Scots  faculties  in 
perfection.  He  reduces  legal  matters  to  a  sound 
broad  principle  better  than  any  man  who  is  now 
a  judge.  He  has  a  steady,  comprehensive,  abstract, 
distinct  consistency,  which  elaborates  a  formula 
and  adheres  to  a  formula ;  and  it  is  this  which  has 
raised  him  from  a  plain — a  very  plain — Scots  adven- 
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turer  to  be  Lord  Chief  Justice  of  England.  Mr. 
Macaulay  has  this  too.  Among  his  more  brilliant 
qualities,  it  has  escaped  the  attention  of  critics  ; 
the  more  so,  because  his  powers  of  exposition  and 
expression  make  it  impossible  to  conceive  for  a 
moment  that  the  amusing  matter  we  are  reading 
is  really  Scots  economy. 

'  During  the  interval,'  he  tells  us,  '  between  the  Restora- 
tion and  the  Revolution,  the  riches  of  the  nation  had  been 
rapidly  increasing.  Thousands  of  busy  men  found  every 
Christmas  that,  after  the  expenses  of  the  year's  housekeeping 
had  been  defrayed  out  of  the  year's  income,  a  surplus  re- 
mained ;  and  how  that  surplus  was  to  be  employed  was  a 
question  of  some  difficulty.  In  our  time,  to  invest  such  a 
surplus,  at  something  more  than  three  per  cent.,  on  the  best 
security  that  has  ever  been  known  in  the  world,  is  the  work 
of  a  few  minutes.  But  in  the  seventeenth  century,  a  lawyer, 
a  physician,  a  retired  merchant,  who  had  saved  some 
thousands,  and  who  wished  to  place  them  safely  and  profit- 
ably, was  often  greatly  embarrassed.  Three  generations 
earlier,  a  man  who  had  accumulated  wealth  in  [a  trade  or] 
a  profession  generally  purchased  real  property,  or  lent  his 
savings  on  mortgage.  But  the  number  of  acres  in  the 
kingdom  had  remained  the  same  ;  and  the  value  of  those 
acres,  though  it  had  greatly  increased,  had  by  no  means 
increased  so  fast  as  the  quantity  of  capital  which  was  seeking 
for  employment.  Many,  too,  wished  to  put  their  money 
where  they  could  find  it  at  an  hour's  notice,  and  looked 
about  for  some  species  of  property  which  could  be  more 
readily  transferred  than  a  house  or  a  field.  A  capitalist 
might  lend  on  bottomry  or  on  personal  security  ;  but,  if  he 
did  so,  he  ran  a  great  risk  of  losing  interest  and  principal. 
There  were  a  few  joint-stock  companies,  among  which  the  East 
India  Company  held  the  foremost  place  ;  but  the  demand  for 
the  stock  of  such  companies  was  far  greater  than  the  supply. 
Indeed,  the  cry  for  a  new  East  India  Company  was  chiefly 
raised  by  persons  who  had  found  difficulty  in  placing  their 
savings  at  interest  on  good  security.  So  great  was  that  diffi- 
culty that  the  practice  of  hoarding  was  common.  We  are  told 
that  the  father  of  Pope,  the  poet,  who  retired  from  business 
in  the  City  about  the  time  of  the  Revolution,  carried  to  a 
retreat  in  the  country  a  strong  box  containing  nearly  twenty 
thousand  pounds,  and  took  out  from  time  to  time  what  was 
required  for  household  expenses  ;  and  it  is  highly  probable 
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that  this  was  not  a  solitary  case.  At  present,  the  quantity 
of  coin  which  is  hoarded  by  private  persons  is  so  small  that 
it  would,  if  brought  forth,  make  no  perceptible  addition  to 
the  circulation.  But,  in  the  earlier  part  of  the  reign  of 
William  the  Third,  all  the  greatest  writers  on  currency  were 
of  opinion  that  a  very  considerable  mass  of  gold  and  silver 
was  hidden  in  secret  drawers  and  behind  wainscots. 

'  The  natural  effect  of  this  state  of  things  was  that  a 
crowd  of  projectors,  ingenious  and  absurd,  honest  anti 
knavish,  employed  themselves  in  devising  new  schemes 
for  the  employment  of  redundant  capital.  It  was  about  the 
year  1688  that  the  word  stockjobber  was  first  heard  in 
London.  In  the  short  space  of  four  years  a  crowd  of  com- 
panies, every  one  of  which  confidently  held  out  to  subscribers 
the  hope  of  immense  gains,  sprang  into  existence :  the 
Insurance  Company,  the  Paper  Company,  the  Lutestring 
Company,  the  Pearl  Fishery  Company,  the  Glass  Bottle 
Company,  the  Alum  Company,  the  Blythe  Coal  Company, 
the  Swordblade  Company.  There  was  a  Tapestry  Company, 
which  would  soon  furnish  pretty  hangings  for  all  the  parlours 
of  the  middle  class  and  for  all  the  bedchambers  of  the  higher. 
There  was  a  Copper  Company,  which  proposed  to  explore 
the  mines  of  England,  and  held  out  a  hope  that  they  would 
prove  not  less  valuable  than  those  of  Potosi.  There  was  a 
Diving  Company,  which  undertook  to  bring  up  precious 
effects  from  shipwrecked  vessels,  and  which  announced 
that  it  had  laid  in  a  stock  of  wonderful  machines  resembling 
complete  suits  of  armour.  In  front  of  the  helmet  was  a 
huge  glass  eye,  like  that  of  Polyphemus  ;  and  out  of  the 
crest  went  a  pipe  through  which  the  air  was  to  be  admitted. 
The  whole  process  was  exhibited  on  the  Thames.  Fine 
gentlemen  and  fine  ladies  were  invited  to  the  show,  were 
hospitably  regaled,  and  were  delighted  by  seeing  the  divers 
in  their  panoply  descend  into  the  river,  and  return 
laden  with  old  iron  and  ship's  tackle.  There  was  a  Green- 
land Fishing  Company,  which  could  not  fail  to  drive  the 
Dutch  whalers  and  herring-busses  out  of  the  Northern 
Ocean.  There  was  a  Tanning  Company,  which  promised  to 
furnish  leather  superior  to  the  best  that  was  brought  from 
Turkey  or  Russia.  There  was  a  society  which  undertook 
the  office  of  giving  gentlemen  a  liberal  education  on  low 
terms,  and  which  assumed  the  sounding  name  of  the  Royal 
Academies  Company.  In  a  pompous  advertisement  it 
was  announced  that  the  directors  of  the  Royal  Academies 
Company  had  engaged  the  best  masters  in  every  branch  of 
knowledge,  and  were  about  to  issue  twenty  thousand  tickets 
at  twenty  shillings  each.  There  was  to  be  a  lottery  :  two 
thousand  prizes  were  to  be  drawn  ;  and  the  fortunate  holders 
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of  the  prizes  were  to  be  taught,  at  the  charge  of  the  Company, 
Latin,  Greek,  Hebrew,  French,  Spanish,  conic  sections, 
trigonometry,  heraldry,  japanning,  fortification,  book- 
keeping, and  the  art  of  playing  the  theorbo.  Some  of  these 
companies  took  large  mansions,  and  printed  their  advertise- 
ments in  gilded  letters.  Others,  less  ostentatious,  were 
content  with  ink,  and  met  at  coffee-houses  in  the  neighbour- 
hood of  the  Royal  Exchange.  Jonathan's  and  Garraway's 
were  in  a  constant  ferment  with  brokers,  buyers,  sellers, 
meetings  of  directors,  meetings  of  proprietors.  Time- 
bargains  soon  came  into  fashion.  Extensive  combinations 
were  formed,  and  monstrous  fables  were  circulated,  for  the 
purpose  of  raising  or  depressing  the  price  of  shares.  Our 
country  witnessed  for  the  first  time  those  phenomena  with 
which  a  long  experience  has  made  us  familiar.  A  mania, 
of  which  the  symptoms  were  essentially  the  same  with  those 
of  the  mania  of  1720,  of  the  mania  of  1825,  of  the  mania  of 
1845,  seized  the  public  mind.  An  impatience  to  be  rich, 
a  contempt  for  those  slow  but  sure  gains  which  are  the 
proper  reward  of  industry,  patience,  and  thrift,  spread 
through  society.  The  spirit  of  the  cogging  dicers  at  White- 
friars  took  possession  of  the  grave  senators  of  the  City, 
Wardens  of  Trades,  Deputies,  Aldermen.  It  was  much 
easier  and  much  more  lucrative  to  put  forth  a  lying  pro- 
spectus announcing  a  new  stock,  to  persuade  ignorant  people 
that  the  dividends  could  not  fall  short  of  twenty  per  cent., 
and  to  part  with  five  thousand  pounds  of  this  imaginary 
wealth  for  ten  thousand  solid  guineas,  than  to  load  a  ship 
with  a  well-chosen  cargo  for  Virginia  or  the  Levant.  Every 
day  some  new  bubble  was  purled  into  existence,  rose  buoyant, 
shone  bright,  burst,  and  was  forgotten.'  l 

You  will  not  find  the  cause  of  panics  so  accurately 
explained  in  the  dryest  of  political  economists — 
in  the  Scots  M'Culloch. 

These  peculiarities  of  character  and  mind  may 
be  very  conspicuously  traced  through  the  History 
of  England,  and  in  the  Essays.  Their  first  and  most 
striking  quality  is  the  intellectual  entertainment 
which  they  afford.  This,  as  practical  readers  know, 
is  a  kind  of  sensation  which  is  not  very  common, 
and  which  is  very  productive  of  great  and  healthy 
enjoyment.  It  is  quite  distinct  from  the  amuse- 

1  History  of  England,  chap.  xix. 
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ment|which  is  derived  from  common  light  works. 
The  latter  is  very  great ;  but  it  is  passive.  The 
mind  of  the  reader  is  not  awakened  to  any  inde- 
pendent action :  you  see  the  farce,  but  you  see 
it  without  effort ;  not  simply  without  painful  effort, 
but  without  any  perceptible  mental  activity  what- 
ever. Again,  entertainment  of  intellect  is  contrasted 
with  the  high  enjoyment  of  consciously  following 
pure  and  difficult  reasoning ;  such  a  sensation  is 
a  sort  of  sublimated  pain.  The  highest  and  most 
intense  action  of  the  intellectual  powers  is  like  the 
most  intense  action  of  the  bodily  on  a  high  moun- 
tain. We  climb  and  climb  :  we  have  a  thrill  of  plea- 
sure, but  we  have  also  a  sense  of  effort  and  anguish. 
Nor  is  the  sensation  to  be  confounded  with  that 
which  we  experience  from  the  best  and  purest  works 
of  art.  The  pleasure  of  high  tragedy  is  also  painful : 
the  whole  soul  is  stretched ;  the  spirit  pants  ;  the 
passions  scarcely  breathe  :  it  is  a  rapt  and  eager 
moment,  too  intense  for  continuance — so  overpower- 
ing that  we  scarcely  know  whether  it  be  joy  or 
pain. 

The  sensation  of  intellectual  entertainment  is 
altogether  distinguished  from  these  by  not  being 
accompanied  by  any  pain,  and  yet  being  consequent 
on,  or  being  contemporaneous  with,  a  high  and 
constant  exercise  of  mind.  While  we  read  works 
which  so  delight  us,  we  are  conscious  that  we  are 
delighted,  and  are  conscious  that  we  are  not  idle. 
The  opposite  pleasures  of  indolence  and  exertion 
seem  for  a  moment  combined.  A  sort  of  elasticity 
pervades  us  ;  thoughts  come  easily  and  quickly ; 
we  seem  capable  of  many  ideas  ;  we  follow  cleverness 
till  we  fancy  that  we  are  clever.  This  feeling  is  only 
given  by  writers  who  stimulate  the  mind  just  to  the 
degree  which  is  pleasant,  and  who  do  not  stimulate 
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it  more  ;  who  exact  a  moderate  exercise  of  mind, 
and  who  seduce  us  to  it  insensibly.  This  can  only 
be,  of  course,  by  a  charm  of  style  ;  by  the  inexpli- 
cable je  ne  sais  quoi  which  attracts  our  attention  ; 
by  constantly  raising  and  constantly  satisfying  our 
curiosity. 

And  there  seems  to  be  a  further  condition.  A 
writer  who  wishes  to  produce  this  constant  effect 
must  not  appeal  to  any  single,  separate  faculty 
of  mind,  but  to  the  whole  mind  at  once.  The  fancy 
tires,  if  you  appeal  only  to  the  fancy ;  the  under- 
standing is  aware  of  its  dulness,  if  you  appeal  only 
to  the  understanding ;  the  curiosity  is  soon  satiated, 
unless  you  pique  it  with  variety.  This  is  the  very 
opportunity  for  Macaulay.  He  has  fancy,  sense, 
abundance ;  he  appeals  to  both  fancy  and  under- 
standing. There  is  no  sense  of  effort.  His  books 
read  like  an  elastic  dream.  There  is  a  continual 
sense  of  instruction  ;  for  who  had  an  idea  of  the 
transactions  before  ?  The  emotions,  too,  which 
he  appeals  to  are  the  easy  admiration,  the  cool 
disapprobation,  the  gentle  worldly  curiosity,  which 
quietly  excite  us,  never  fatigue  us, — which  we  could 
bear  for  ever.  To  read  Macaulay  for  a  day,  would 
be  to  pass  a  day  of  easy  thought,  of  pleasant  placid 
emotion. 

Nor  is  this  a  small  matter.  In  a  state  of  high 
civilisation  it  is  no  simple  matter  to  give  multitudes 
a  large  and  healthy  enjoyment.  The  old  bodily 
enjoyments  are  dying  out ;  there  is  no  room  for 
them  any  more  ;  the  complex  apparatus  of  civilisa- 
tion cumbers  the  ground.  We  are  thrown  back 
upon  the  mind,  and  the  mind  is  a  barren  thing. 
It  can  spin  little  from  itself :  few  that  describe 
what  they  see  are  in  the  way  to  discern  much.  Ex- 
aggerated emotions,  violent  incidents,  monstrous 
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characters,  crowd  our  canvas  ;  they  are  the  resource 
of  a  weakness  which  would  obtain  the  fame  of  strength. 
Reading  is  about  to  become  a  series  of  collisions 
against  aggravated  breakers,  of  beatings  with  imagin- 
ary surf.  In  such  times  a  book  of  sensible  attraction 
is  a  public  benefit ;  it  diffuses  a  sensation  of  vigour 
through  the  multitude.  Perhaps  there  is  a  danger 
that  the  extreme  popularity  of  the  manner  may 
make  many  persons  fancy  they  understand  the 
matter  more  perfectly  than  they  do  :  some  readers 
may  become  conceited ;  several  boys  believe  that 
they  too  are  Macaulays.  Yet,  duly  allowing  for 
this  defect,  it  is  a  great  good  that  so  many 
people  should  learn  so  much  on  such  topics  so 
agreeably ;  that  they  should  feel  that  they  can 
understand  them ;  that  their  minds  should  be 
stimulated  by  a  consciousness  of  health  and 
power. 

The  same  peculiarities  influence  the  style  of  the 
narrative.  The  art  of  narration  is  the  art  of  writing 
in  hooks-and-eyes.  The  principle  consists  in  making 
the  appropriate  thought  follow  the  appropriate 
thought,  the  proper  fact  the  proper  fact ;  in  first 
preparing  the  mind  for  what  is  to  come,  and  then 
letting  it  come.  This  can  only  be  achieved  by  keeping 
continually  and  insensibly  before  the  mind  of  the 
reader  some  one  object,  character,  or  image,  whose 
variations  are  the  events  of  the  story,  whose  unity 
is  the  unity  of  it.  Scott,  for  example,  keeps  before 
you  the  mind  of  some  one  person, — that  of  Morton  in 
Old  Mortality,  of  Rebecca  in  Ivanhoe,  of  Lovel  in 
The  Antiquary, — whose  fortunes  and  mental  changes 
are  the  central  incidents,  whose  personality  [is] 
the  string  of  unity. 

It  is  the  defect  of  the  great  Scots  novels  that 
their  central  figure  is  frequently  not  their  most 
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interesting  topic, — that  their  interest  is  often  rather 
in  the  accessories  than  in  the  essential  principle, 
in  that  which  surrounds  the  centre  of  narration  rather 
than  in  the  centre  itself.  Scott  tries  to  meet  this 
objection  by  varying  the  mind  which  he  selects  for 
his  unit ;  in  one  of  his  chapters  it  is  one  character,  in 
the  next  a  different ;  he  shifts  the  scene  from  the 
hero  to  the  heroine,  from  the  '  Protector  of  the 
settlement '  of  the  story  to  the  evil  being  who  mars 
it  perpetually :  but,  when  narrowly  examined,  the 
principle  of  his  narration  will  be  found  nearly  always 
the  same, — the  changes  in  the  position — external 
or  mental — of  some  one  human  being. 

The  most  curiously  opposite  sort  of  narration  is 
that  of  Hume.  He  seems  to  carry  a  view,  as  the 
moderns  call  it,  through  everything.  He  forms  to 
himself  a  metaphysical — that  perhaps  is  a  harsh 
word — an  intellectual  conception  of  the  time  and 
character  before  him ;  and  the  gradual  working 
out  or  development  of  that  view  is  the  principle  of 
his  narration.  He  tells  the  story  of  the  conception. 
You  rise  from  his  pages  without  much  remembrance 
of  or  regard  for  the  mere  people,  but  with  a  clear 
notion  of  an  elaborated  view,  skilfully  abstracted 
and  perpetually  impressed  upon  you.  A  critic  of 
detail  should  scarcely  require  a  better  task  than  to 
show  how  insensibly  and  artfully  the  subtle  historian 
infuses  his  doctrine  among  the  facts,  indicates 
somehow — you  can  scarcely  say  how — their  relation 
to  it ;  strings  them,  as  it  were,  upon  it,  concealing 
it  in  seeming  beneath  them,  while  in  fact  it  altogether 
determines  their  form,  their  grouping,  and  their 
consistency. 

The  style  of  Macaulay  is  very  different  from  either 
of  these.  It  is  a  diorama  of  political  pictures.  You 
seem  to  begin  with  a  brilliant  picture, — its  colours 
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are  distinct,  its  lines  are  firm ;  on  a  sudden  it  changes, 
at  first  gradually,  you  can  scarcely  tell  how  or  in 
what,  but  truly  and  unmistakably, — a  slightly 
different  picture  is  before  you ;  then  the  second 
vision  seems  to  change, — it  too  is  another  and  yet 
the  same ;  then  the  third  shines  forth  and  fades  ; 
and  so  without  end.  The  unity  of  this  delineation 
is  the  identity  —  the  apparent  identity  —  of  the 
picture ;  on  no  two  moments  does  it  seem  quite 
different,  on  no  two  is  it  identically  the  same.  It 
grows  and  alters  as  our  bodies  would  appear  to 
alter  and  grow,  if  you  could  fancy  any  one  watch- 
ing them,  and  being  conscious  of  their  daily  little 
changes.  The  events  are  picturesque  variations ; 
the  unity  is  a  unity  of  political  painting,  of  repre- 
sented external  form.  It  is  evident  how  suitable 
this  is  to  a  writer  whose  understanding  is  solid, 
whose  sense  is  political,  whose  fancy  is  fine  and 
delineative. 

To  this  merit  of  Macaulay  is  to  be  added  another. 
No  one  describes  so  well  what  we  may  call  the 
spectacle  of  a  character.  The  art  of  delineating 
character  by  protracted  description  is  one  which 
grows  in  spite  of  the  critics.  In  vain  is  it  alleged 
that  the  character  should  be  shown  dramatically ; 
that  it  should  be  illustrated  by  events ;  that  it 
should  be  exhibited  in  its  actions.  The  truth  is 
that  these  homilies  are  excellent,  but  incomplete  ; 
true,  but  out  of  season.  There  is  a  utility  in  verbal 
portrait,  as  Lord  Stanhope  says  there  is  in  painted. 
Goethe  used  to  observe,  that  in  society— in  a  tcte-a- 
Ute,  rather — you  often  thought  of  your  companion 
as  if  he  was  his  portrait ;  you  were  silent ;  you  did 
not  care  what  he  said  ;  but  you  considered  him  as  a 
picture,  as  a  whole,  especially  as  regards  yourself  and 
your  relations  towards  him.  You  require  something 
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of  the  same  kind  in  literature ;  some  description 
of  a,  man  is  clearly  necessary  as  an  introduction  to 
the  story  of  his  life  and  actions.  But  more  than 
this  is  wanted ;  you  require  to  have  the  object 
placed  before  you  as  a  whole,  to  have  the  characteristic 
traits  mentioned,  the  delicate  qualities  drawn  out, 
the  firm  features  gently  depicted. 

As  the  practice  which  Goethe  hints  at  is,  of  all 
others,  the  most  favourable  to  a  just  and  calm  judg- 
ment of  character,  so  the  literary  substitute  is 
essential  as  a  steadying  element,  as  a  summary, 
to  bring  together  and  give  a  unity  to  our  views.  We 
must  see  the  man's  face.  Without  it,  we  seem  to 
have  heard  a  great  deal  about  the  person,  but  not 
to  have  known  him ;  to  be  aware  that  he  had  done 
a  good  deal,  but  to  have  no  settled,  ineradicable 
notion  what  manner  of  man  he  was.  This  is  the 
reason  why  critics  like  Macaulay,  who  sneer  at  the 
practice  when  estimating  the  work  of  others,  yet 
make  use  of  it  at  great  length,  and,  in  his  case,  with 
great  skill,  when  they  come  to  be  historians  them- 
selves. The  kind  of  characters  whom  Macaulay 
can  describe  is  limited — at  least  we  think  so — by 
the  bounds  which  we  indicated  just  now.  There 
are  some  men  whom  he  is  too  impassive  to  compre- 
hend ;  but  he  can  always  tell  us  of  such  as  he  does 
comprehend,  what  they  looked  like,  and  what  they 
were. 

A  great  deal  of  this  vividness  Macaulay  of  course 
owes  to  his  style.  Of  its  effectiveness  there  can 
be  no  doubt ;  its  agreeability  no  one  who  has  just 
been  reading  it  is  likely  to  deny.  Yet  it  has  a  defect. 
It  is  not,  as  Bishop  Butler  would  have  expressed  it, 
such  a  style  as  '  is  suitable  to  such  a  being  as  man, 
in  such  a  world  as  the  present  one.'  It  is  too  omni- 
scient. Everything  is  too  plain.  All  is  clear ; 
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nothing  is  doubtful.  Instead  of  probability  being, 
as  the  great  thinker  expressed  it,  '  the  very  guide  of 
life,'  1  it  has  become  a  rare  exception — an  uncommon 
phenomenon.  You  rarely  come  across  anything 
which  is  not  decided  ;  and  when  you  do  come  across 
it,  you  seem  to  wonder  that  the  positiveness,  which 
has  accomplished  so  much,  should  have  been  un- 
willing to  decide  everything.  This  is  hardly  the 
style  for  history.  The  data  of  historical  narratives, 
especially  of  modern  histories,  are  a  heap  of  confusion. 
No  one  can  tell  where  they  lie,  or  where  they  do 
not  lie ;  what  is  in  them,  or  what  is  not  in 
them. 

Literature  is  called  the  '  fragment  of  fragments  ;  ' 
little  has  been  written,  and  but  little  of  that  little 
has  been  preserved.  So  history  is  a  vestige  of 
vestiges  ;  few  facts  leave  any  trace  of  themselves, 
any  witness  of  their  occurrence  ;  of  fewer  still  is  that 
witness  preserved  ;  a  slight  track  is  all  anything 
leaves,  and  the  confusion  of  life,  the  tumult  of  change, 
sweep  even  that  away  in  a  moment.  It  is  not  possible 
that  these  data  can  be  very  fertile  in  certainties. 
Few  people  would  make  anything  of  them  :  a  memoir 
here,  a  MS.  there — two  letters  in  a  magazine — 
an  assertion  by  a  person  whose  veracity  is  denied, 
— these  are  the  sort  of  evidence  out  of  which  a  flow- 
ing narrative  is  to  be  educed ;  and  of  course  it  ought 
not  to  be  too  flowing.  '  If  you  please,  sir,  to  tell  me 
what  you  do  not  know/  was  the  inquiry  of  a  humble 
pupil  addressed  to  a  great  man  of  science.  It  would 
have  been  a  relief  to  the  readers  of  Macaulay  if  he 
had  shown  a  little  the  outside  of  uncertainties, 
which  there  must  be— the  gradations  of  doubt, 
which  there  ought  to  be  —  the  singular  accumu- 
lation of  difficulties,  which  must  beset  the  extrac- 

1  Introduction  to  Butler's  Analogy.     [F.M.] 
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tion  of  a  very  easy  narrative  from  very  confused 
materials. 

This  defect  in  style  is,  indeed,  indicative  of  a  defect 
in  understanding.  Mr.  Macaulay's  mind  is  eminently 
gifted,  but  there  is  a  want  of  graduation  in  it.  He 
has  a  fine  eye  for  probabilities,  a  clear  perception 
of  evidence,  a  shrewd  guess  at  missing  links  of  fact  ; 
but  each  probability  seems  to  him  a  certainty,  each 
piece  of  evidence  conclusive,  each  analogy  exact. 
The  heavy  Scots  intellect  is  a  little  prone  to  this  : 
one  figures  it  as  a  heap  of  formulae,  and  if  fact  b  is 
reducible  to  formula  B,  that  is  all  which  it  regards  ; 
the  mathematical  mill  grinds  with  equal  energy 
at  flour  perfect  and  imperfect — at  matter  which  is 
quite  certain  and  at  matter  which  is  only  a  little 
probable.  But  the  great  cause  of  this  error  is, 
an  abstinence  from  practical  action. 

Life  is  a  school  of  probability.  In  the  writings 
of  every  man  of  patient  practicality,  in  the  midst  of 
whatever  other  defects,  you  will  find  a  careful  appreci- 
ation of  the  degrees  of  likelihood  ;  a  steady  balancing 
of  them  one  against  another ;  a  disinclination  to 
make  things  too  clear,  to  overlook  the  debit  side  of 
the  account  in  mere  contemplation  of  the  enormous- 
ness  of  the  credit.  The  reason  is  obvious  :  action 
is  a  business  of  risk ;  the  real  question  is  the  magni- 
tude of  that  risk.  Failure  is  ever  impending ; 
success  is  ever  uncertain  ;  there  is  always,  in  the 
very  best  of  affairs,  a  slight  probability  of  the  former, 
a  contingent  possibility  of  the  non-occurrence  of 
the  latter.  For  practical  men,  the  problem  ever  is 
to  test  the  amount  of  these  inevitable  probabilities  ; 
to  make  sure  that  no  one  increases  too  far ;  that  by 
a  well-varied  choice  the  number  of  risks  may  in  itself 
be  a  protection — be  an  insurance  to  you,  as  it  were, 
against  the  capricious  result  of  any  one.  A  man  like 
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Macaulay,  who  stands  aloof  from  life,  is  not  so  in- 
structed ;  he  sits  secure  :  nothing  happens  in  his 
study  ;  he  does  not  care  to  test  probabilities  ;  he  loses 
the  detective  sensation. 

Mr.  Macaulay's  so-called  inaccuracy  is  likewise 
a  phase  of  this  defect.  Considering  the  enormous 
advantages  which  a  picturesque  style  gives  to  ill- 
disposed  critics  ;  the  number  of  points  of  "investiga- 
tion which  it  suggests ;  the  number  of  assertions 
it  makes,  sentence  by  sentence  ;  the  number  of  ill- 
disposed  critics  that  there  are  in  the  world  ;  remem- 
bering Mr.  Macaulay's  position — set  on  a  hill  to 
be  spied  at  by  them — he  can  scarcely  be  thought 
an  inaccurate  historian.  Considering  all  things, 
they  have  found  few  certain  blunders,  hardly  any 
direct  mistakes.  Every  sentence  of  his  style  requires 
minute  knowledge  ;  the  vivid  picture  has  a  hundred 
details  ;  each  of  those  details  must  have  an  evidence, 
an  authority,  a  proof. 

An  historian  like  Hume  passes  easily  over  a  period  ; 
his  chart  is  large  ;  if  he  gets  the  conspicuous  head- 
lands, the  large  harbours  duly  marked,  he  does  not 
care.  Macaulay  puts  in  the  depth  of  each  wave, 
every  remarkable  rock,  every  tree  on  the  shore. 
Nothing  gives  a  critic  so  great  an  advantage.  It  is 
difficult  to  do  this  for  a  volume  ;  simple  for  a  page. 
It  is  easy  to  select  a  particular  event,  and  learn 
all  which  any  one  can  know  about  it ;  examine 
Macaulay's  descriptions,  say  he  is  wrong,  that  X 
is  not  buried  where  he  asserts,  that  a  little  boy 
was  one  year  older  than  he  states.  But  how  would 
the  critic  manage,  if  he  had  to  work  out  all  this  for  a 
million  facts,  for  a  whole  period  ?  Few  men,  we 
suspect,  would  be  able  to  make  so  few  errors  of  simple 
and  provable  fact.  On  the  other  hand,  few  men 
would  arouse  a  sleepy  critic  by  such  startling  asser- 
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tion.  If  Macaulay  finds  a  new  theory,  he  states  it 
as  a  fact.  Very  likely  it  really  is  the  most  probable 
theory ;  at  any  rate,  we  know  of  no  case  in  which 
his  theory  is  not  one  among  the  most  plausible. 
If  it  had  only  been  so  stated,  it  would  have  been 
well  received.  His  view  of  Marlborough's  character, 
for  instance,  is  a  specious  one ;  it  has  a  good  deal 
of  evidence,  a  large  amount  of  real  probability,  but 
it  has  scarcely  more.  Marlborough  may  have  been 
as  bad  as  is  said,  but  we  can  hardly  be  sure  of  it  at 
this  time. 

Macaulay's  '  party-spirit '  is  another  consequence 
of  his  positiveness.  When  he  inclines  to  a  side,  he 
inclines  to  it  too  much.  His  opinions  are  a  shade 
too  strong ;  his  predilections  some  degrees  at  least 
too  warm.  William  is  too  perfect,  James  too  im- 
perfect. The  Whigs  are  a  trifle  like  angels  ;  the 
Tories  like,  let  us  say,  '  our  inferiors.'  Yet  this  is 
evidently  an  honest  party-spirit.  It  does  not  lurk 
in  the  corners  of  sentences,  it  is  not  insinuated 
without  being  alleged  ;  it  does  not,  like  the  unfairness 
of  Hume,  secrete  itself  so  subtly  in  the  turns  of  the 
words,  that  when  you  look  to  prove  it,  it  is  gone. 
On  the  contrary,  it  rushes  into  broad  day.  William 
is  loaded  with  panegyric  ;  James  is  always  spoken 
evil  of.  Hume's  is  the  artful  pleading  of  a  hired 
advocate  ;  Macaulay's  the  bold  eulogy  of  a  sincere 
friend.  As  far  as  effect  goes,  this  is  an  error.  The 
very  earnestness  of  the  affection  leads  to  a  reaction  ; 
we  are  tired  of  having  William  called  the  '  just '  ; 
we  cannot  believe  so  many  pages  ;  '  all  that '  can 
scarcely  be  correct.  As  we  said,  if  the  historian's 
preference  for  persons  and  parties  had  been  duly 
tempered  and  mitigated,  if  the  probably  good  were 
only  said  to  be  probably  good,  if  the  rather  bad  were 
only  alleged  to  be  rather  bad,  the  reader  would 
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have  been  convinced,  and  the  historian  [would 
have]  escaped  the  savage  censure  of  envious  critics. 

The  one  thing  which  detracts  from  the  pleasure  of 
reading  these  volumes,  is  the  doubt  whether  they 
should  have  been  written.  Should  not  these  great 
powers  be  reserved  for  great  periods  ?  Is  this 
abounding,  picturesque  style  suited  for  continuous 
history  ?  Are  small  men  to  be  so  largely  described  ? 
Should  not  admirable  delineation  be  kept  for  admir- 
able people  ?  We  think  so.  You  do  not  want 
Raphael  to  paint  sign-posts,  or  Palladio  to  build 
dirt-pies.  Much  of  history  is  necessarily  of  little 
value, — the  superficies  of  circumstance,  the  scum 
of  events.  It  is  very  well  to  have  it  described, 
indeed  you  must  have  it  described  ;  the  chain  must 
be  kept  complete ;  the  narrative  of  a  country's 
fortunes  will  not  allow  of  breaks  or  gaps.  Yet  all 
things  need  not  be  done  equally  well.  The  life  of  a 
great  painter  is  short.  Even  the  industry  of  Macaulay 
will  not  complete  this  history.  It  is  a  pity  to  spend 
such  powers  on  such  events.  It  would  have  been 
better  to  have  some  new  volumes  of  essays  solely 
on  great  men  and  great  things.  The  diffuseness 
of  the  style  would  have  been  then  in  place  ;  we 
could  have  borne  to  hear  the  smallest  minutice  of 
magnificent  epochs.  If  an  inferior  hand  had  executed 
the  connecting  links,  our  notions  would  have  acquired 
an  insensible  perspective ;  the  works  of  the  great 
artist,  the  best  themes,  would  have  stood  out  from 
the  canvas.  They  are  now  confused  by  the  equal 
brilliancy  of  the  adjacent  inferiorities. 

Much  more  might  be  said  on  this  narrative.  As 
it  will  be  read  for  very  many  years,  it  will  employ 
the  critics  for  very  many  years.  It  would  be  unkind 
to  make  all  the  best  observations.  Something,  as 
Mr.  Disraeli  said  in  a  budget-speech,  something 
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should  be  left  for  '  future  statements  of  this  nature.' 
There  will  be  an  opportunity.  Whatever  those 
who  come  after  may  say  against  this  book,  it 
will  be,  and  remain,  the  '  Pictorial  History  of 
England.' 


THE   WAVERLEY   NOVELS.1 

IT  is  not  commonly  on  the  generation  which  was 
contemporary  with  the  production  of  great  works 
of  art  that  they  exercise  their  most  magical  influence. 
Nor  is  it  on  the  distant  people  whom  we  call  posterity. 
Contemporaries  bring  to  new  books  formed  minds 
and  stiffened  creeds  ;  posterity,  if  it  regard  them 
at  all,  looks  at  them  as  old  subjects,  worn-out  topics, 
and  hears  a  disputation  on  their  merits  with  languid 
impartiality,  like  aged  judges  in  a  court  of  appeal. 
Even  standard  authors  exercise  but  slender  influ- 
ence on  the  susceptible  minds  of  a  rising  generation  ; 
they  are  become  '  papa's  books '  ;  the  walls  of 
the  library  are  adorned  with  their  regular  volumes  ; 
but  no  hand  touches  them.  Their  fame  is  itself 
half  an  obstacle  to  their  popularity ;  a  delicate 
fancy  shrinks  from  employing  so  great  a  celebrity 
as  the  companion  of  an  idle  hour.  The  generation 
which  is  really  most  influenced  by  a  work  of  genius 

1  [NATIONAL  REI/IEW,  April  1858.] — Library  Edition.  Illustrated 
by  upwards  of  Two  Hundred  Engravings  on  Steel,  after  Drawings 
by  Turner,  Landseer,  Wilkie,  Stanfield,  Roberts,  etc.,  including 
Portraits  of  the  Historical  Personages  described  in  the  Novels. 
25  vols.  demy  8vo. 

A  bbotsford  Edition.  With  One  Hundred  and  Twenty  Engravings 
on  Steel,  and  nearly  Two  Thousand  on  Wood.  12  vols.  super- 
royal  8vo. 

A  ulhor's  favourite  Edition.     48  vols.  post  foolscap  8vo. 

Cabinet  Edition.     25  vols.  foolscap  8vo. 

Railway  Edition.  Now  publishing,  and  to  be  completed  in 
25  portable  volumes,  large  type. 

People's  Edition.    5  large  volumes  royal  8vo. 
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is  commonly  that  which  is  still  young  when  the 
first  controversy  respecting  its  merits  arises  ;  with 
the  eagerness  of  youth  they  read  and  re-read  ;  their 
vanity  is  not  unwilling  to  adjudicate  :  in  the  process 
their  imagination  is  formed ;  the  creations  of  the 
author  range  themselves  in  the  memory ;  they 
become  part  of  the  substance  of  the  very  mind. 
The  works  of  Sir  Walter  Scott  can  hardly  be  said 
to  have  gone  through  this  exact  process.  Their 
immediate  popularity  was  unbounded.  No  one — 
a  few  most  captious  critics  apart — ever  questioned 
their  peculiar  power.  Still,  they  are  subject  to 
a  transition,  which  is  in  principle  the  same. 

At  the  time  of  their  publication  mature  con- 
temporaries read  them  with  delight.  Superficial 
the  reading  of  grown  men  in  some  sort  must  be  ; 
it  is  only  once  in  a  lifetime  that  we  can  know  the 
passionate  reading  of  youth ;  men  soon  lose  its 
eager  learning  power.  But  from  peculiarities  in 
their  structure,  which  we  shall  try  to  indicate, 
the  novels  of  Scott  suffered  less  than  almost  any 
book  of  equal  excellence  from  this  inevitable  super- 
ficiality of  perusal.  Their  plain,  and,  so  to  say, 
cheerful  merits  suit  the  occupied  man  of  genial 
middle  life.  Their  appreciation  was  to  an  unusual 
degree  coincident  with  their  popularity.  The  next 
generation,  hearing  the  praises  of  their  fathers  in 
their  earliest  reading  time,  seized  with  avidity  on 
the  volumes ;  and  there  is  much  in  very  many 
of  them  which  is  admirably  fitted  for  the  delight 
of  boyhood.  A  third  generation  has  now  risen 
into  at  least  the  commencement  of  literary  life, 
which  is  quite  removed  from  the  unbounded  enthusi- 
asm with  which  the  Scots  novels  were  originally 
received,  and  does  not  always  share  the  still  more 
eager  partiality  of  those  who,  in  the  opening  of 
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their  minds,  first  received  the  tradition  of  their 
excellence.  New  books  have  arisen  to  compete 
with  these  ;  new  interests  distract  us  from  them. 
The  time,  therefore,  is  not  perhaps  unfavourable 
for  a  slight  criticism  of  these  celebrated  fictions  ; 
and  their  continual  republication,  without  any 
criticism  for  many  years,  seems  almost  to  demand 
it. 

There  are  two  kinds  of  fiction  which,  though  in 
common  literature  they  may  run  very  much  into 
one  another,  are  yet  in  reality  distinguishable  and 
separate.  One  of  these,  which  we  may  call  the 
ubiquitous,  aims  at  describing  the  whole  of  human 
life  in  all  its  spheres,  in  all  its  aspects,  with  all  its 
varied  interests,  aims,  and  objects.  It  searches 
through  the  whole  life  of  man  ;  his  practical  pursuits, 
his  speculative  attempts,  his  romantic  youth,  and  his 
domestic  age.  It  gives  an  entire  feature  [?  picture] 
of  all  these  ;  or  if  there  be  any  lineaments  which  it 
forbears  to  depict,  they  are  only  such  as  the  inevit- 
able repression  of  a  regulated  society  excludes  from 
the  admitted  province  of  literary  art.  Of  this  kind 
are  the  novels  of  Cervantes  and  Le  Sage,  and,  to  a 
certain  extent,  of  Smollett  or  Fielding.  In  our 
own  time,  Mr.  Dickens  is  an  author  whom  Nature 
intended  to  write  to  a  certain  extent  with  this  aim. 
He  should  have  given  us  not  disjointed  novels, 
with  a  vague  attempt  at  a  romantic  plot,  but  sketches 
of  diversified  scenes,  and  the  obvious  life  of  varied 
mankind.  The  literary  fates,  however,  if  such 
beings  there  are,  allotted  otherwise. 

By  a  very  terrible  example  of  the  way  in  which 
in  this  world  great  interests  are  postponed  to  little 
ones,  the  genius  of  authors  is  habitually  sacrificed 
to  the  tastes  of  readers.  In  this  age,  the  great 
readers  of  fiction  are  young  people.  The  '  addiction  ' 
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of  these  is  to  romance ;  and  accordingly  a  kind  of 
novel  has  become  so  familiar  to  us  as  almost  to  engross 
the  name,  which  deals  solely  with  the  passion  of 
love ;  and  if  it  uses  other  parts  of  human  life  for 
the  occasions  of  its  art,  it  does  so  only  cursorily 
and  occasionally,  and  with  a  view  of  throwing  into 
a  stronger  or  more  delicate  light  those  sentimental 
parts  of  earthly  affairs  which  are  the  special  objects 
of  delineation.  All  prolonged  delineation  of  other 
parts  of  human  life  is  considered  '  dry/  stupid, 
and  distracts  the  mind  of  the  youthful  generation 
from  the  '  fantasies '  which  peculiarly  charm  it. 
Mr.  Olmstead  has  a  story  of  some  deputation  of 
the  Indians,  at  which  the  American  orator  harangued 
the  barbarian  audience  about  the  '  great  spirit/ 
and  '  the  land  of  their  fathers/  in  the  style  of  Mr. 
Cooper's  novels  ;  during  a  moment's  pause  in  the 
great  stream,  an  old  Indian  asked  the  deputation  : 
'  Why  does  your  chief  speak  thus  to  us  ?  We  did 
not  wish  great  instruction  or  fine  words  ;  we  desire 
brandy  and  tobacco.'  *•  No  critic  in  a  time  of  com- 
petition will  speak  uncourteously  of  any  reader 
of  either  sex  ;  but  it  is  indisputable  that  the  old 
kind  of  novel,  full  of  '  great  instruction '  and  varied 
pictures,  does  not  afford  to  some  young  gentlemen 
and  some  young  ladies  either  the  peculiar  stimulus 
or  the  peculiar  solace  which  they  desire. 

The  Waverley  Novels  were  published  at  a  time 
when  the  causes  that  thus  limit  the  sphere  of  fiction 
were  coming  into  operation,  but  when  they  had 
not  yet  become  so  omnipotent  as  they  are  now. 
Accordingly,  these  novels  everywhere  bear  marks 
of  a  state  of  transition.  They  are  not  devoted  with 
anything  like  the  present  exclusiveness  to  the  senti- 
mental part  of  human  life.  They  describe  great 

1  Cf.  A  Journey  through  Texas,  chap.  v.    [P.M.] 
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events,  singular  characters,  strange  accidents,  strange 
states  of  society  ;  they  dwell  with  a  peculiar  interest 
— and  as  if  for  their  own  sake — on  antiquarian  details 
relating  to  a  past  society.  Singular  customs,  social 
practices,  even  political  institutions  which  existed 
once  in  Scotland,  and  even  elsewhere,  during  the 
middle  ages,  are  explained  with  a  careful  minute- 
ness. At  the  same  time  the  sentimental  element 
assumes  a  great  deal  of  prominence.  The  book 
is  in  fact,  as  well  as  in  theory,  a  narrative  of  the 
feelings  and  fortunes  of  the  hero  and  heroine.  An 
attempt  more  or  less  successful  has  been  made  to 
insert  an  interesting  love-story  in  each  novel.  Sir 
Walter  was  quite  aware  that  the  best  delineation 
of  the  oddest  characters,  or  the  most  quaint  societies, 
or  the  strangest  incidents,  would  not  in  general 
satisfy  his  readers.  He  has  invariably  attempted 
an  account  of  youthful,  sometimes  of  decidedly 
juvenile,  feelings  and  actions. 

The  difference  between  Sir  Walter's  novels  and 
the  specially  romantic  fictions  of  the  present  day  is 
that,  in  the  former,  the  love-story  is  always,  or 
nearly  always,  connected  with  some  great  event,  or 
the  fortunes  of  some  great  historical  character,  or 
the  peculiar  movements  and  incidents  of  some 
strange  state  of  society ;  and  that  the  author  did 
not  suppose  or  expect  that  his  readers  would  be  so 
absorbed  in  the  sentimental  aspect  of  human  life  as 
to  be  unable  or  unwilling  to  be  interested  in,  or  to 
attend  to,  any  other.  There  is  always  a  locus  in  quo, 
if  the  expression  may  be  pardoned,  in  the  Waverley 
Novels.  The  hero  and  heroine  walk  among  the  trees 
of  the  forest,  according  to  rule,  but  we  are  expected 
to  take  an  interest  in  the  forest  as  well  as  in  them. 

No  novel,  therefore,  of  Sir  Walter  Scott's  can  be 
considered  to  come  exactly  within  the  class  which 
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we  have  called  the  ubiquitous.  None  of  them  in 
any  material  degree  attempts  to  deal  with  human 
affairs  in  all  their  spheres — to  delineate  as  a  whole 
the  life  of  man.  The  canvas  has  a  large  background, 
in  some  cases  too  large  either  for  artistic  effect  or 
the  common  reader's  interest ;  but  there  are  always 
real  boundaries — Sir  Walter  had  no  thesis  to  maintain. 
Scarcely  any  writer  will  set  himself  to  delineate  the 
whole  of  human  life,  unless  he  has  a  doctrine  con- 
cerning human  life  to  put  forth  and  inculcate.  The 
effort  is  doctrinaire.  Scott's  imagination  was  strictly 
conservative.  He  could  understand  (with  a  few 
exceptions)  any  considerable  movement  of  human 
life  and  action,  and  could  always  describe  with  easy 
freshness  everything  which  he  did  understand ; 
but  he  was  not  obliged  by  stress  of  fanaticism  to 
maintain  a  dogma  concerning  them,  or  to  show  their 
peculiar  relation  to  the  general  sphere  of  life.  He 
described  vigorously  and  boldly  the  peculiar  scene 
and  society  which  in  every  novel  he  had  selected  as 
the  theatre  of  romantic  action.  Partly  from  their 
fidelity  to  nature,  and  partly  from  a  consistency  in 
the  artist's  mode  of  representation,  these  pictures 
group  themselves  from  the  several  novels  in  the 
imagination,  and  a  habitual  reader  comes  to  think 
of  and  understand  what  is  meant  by  '  Scott's  world  ;  ' 
but  the  writer  had  no  such  distinct  object  before 
him.  No  one  novel  was  designed  to  be  a  delineation 
of  the  world  as  Scott  viewed  it.  We  have  vivid 
and  fragmentary  histories  ;  it  is  for  the  slow  critic 
of  after-times  to  piece  together  their  teaching. 

From  this  intermediate  position  of  the  Waverley 
Novels,  or  at  any  rate  in  exact  accordance  with  its 
requirements,  is  the  special  characteristic  for  which 
they  are  most  remarkable.  We  may  call  this  in  a 
brief  phrase  their  romantic  sense ;  and  perhaps  we 
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cannot  better  illustrate  it  than  by  a  quotation  from 
the  novel  to  which  the  series  owes  its  most  usual 
name.  It  occurs  in  the  description  of  the  Court  ball 
which  Charles  Edward  is  described  as  giving  at 
Holyrood  House  the  night  before  his  march  south- 
ward on  his  strange  adventure.  The  striking  interest 
of  the  scene  before  him,  and  the  peculiar  position  of 
his  own  sentimental  career,  are  described  as  in- 
fluencing the  mind  of  the  hero. 

'  Under  the  influence  of  these  mixed  sensations,  and 
cheered  at  times  by  a  smile  of  intelligence  and  approbation 
from  the  Prince  as  he  passed  the  group,  Waverley  exerted 
his  powers  of  fancy,  animation,  and  eloquence,  and  attracted 
the  general  admiration  of  the  company.  The  conversation 
gradually  assumed  the  tone  best  qualified  for  the  display 
of  his  talents  and  acquisitions.  The  gaiety  of  the  evening 
was  exalted  in  character,  rather  than  checked,  by  the  ap- 
proaching dangers  of  the  morrow.  All  nerves  were  strung 
for  the  future,  and  prepared  to  enjoy  the  present.  This 
mood  is  highly  favourable  for  the  exercise  of  the  powers  of 
imagination,  for  poetry,  and  for  that  eloquence  which  is 
allied  to  poetry.' 

Neither  '  eloquence  '  nor  '  poetry '  are  the  exact 
words  with  which  it  would  be  appropriate  to  describe 
the  fresh  style  of  the  Waverley  Novels  ;  but  the 
imagination  of  their  author  was  stimulated  by  a 
fancied  mixture  of  sentiment  and  fact,  very  much 
as  he  describes  Waverley 's  to  have  been  by  a  real 
experience  of  the  two  at  once. 

The  second  volume  of  Waverley  is  one  of  the  most 
striking  illustrations  of  this  peculiarity.  The  char- 
acter of  Charles  Edward,  his  adventurous  under- 
taking, his  ancestral  rights,  the  mixed  selfishness  and 
enthusiasm  of  the  Highland  chiefs,  the  fidelity  of 
their  hereditary  followers,  their  striking  and  strange 
array,  the  contrast  with  the  Baron  of  Bradwardine 
and  the  Lowland  gentry  ;  the  collision  of  the  motley 
and  half-appointed  host  with  the  formed  and  finished 
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English  society,  its  passage  by  the  Cumberland 
mountains  and  the  blue  lake  of  Ullswater — are 
unceasingly  and  without  effort  present  to  the  mind 
of  the  writer,  and  incite  with  their  historical  interest 
the  susceptibility  of  his  imagination.  But  at  the 
same  time  the  mental  struggle,  or  rather  transition, 
in  the  mind  of  Waverley — for  his  mind  was  of  the 
faint  order  which  scarcely  struggles — is  never  for 
an  instant,  lost  sight  of.  In  the  very  midst  of  the 
inroad  and  the  conflict,  the  acquiescent  placidity 
with  which  the  hero  exchanges  the  service  of  the 
imperious  for  the  appreciation  of  the  '  nice  '  heroine, 
is  kept  before  us,  and  the  imagination  of  Scott 
wandered  without  effort  from  the  great  scene  of 
martial  affairs  to  the  natural  but  rather  unheroic 
sentiments  of  a  young  gentleman  not  very  difficult 
to  please. 

There  is  no  trace  of  effort  in  the  transition,  as  is 
so  common  in  the  inferior  works  of  later  copyists. 
Many  historical  novelists,  especially  those  who  with 
care  and  pains  have  '  read  up  '  their  detail,  are  often 
evidently  in  a  strait  how  to  pass  from  their  history 
to  their  sentiment.  The  fancy  of  Sir  Walter  could 
not  help  connecting  the  two.  If  he  had  given  us 
the  English  side  of  the  race  to  Derby,  he  would  have 
described  the  Bank  of  England  paying  in  sixpences, 
and  also  the  loves  of  the  cashier. 

It  is  not  unremarkable  in  connection  with  this, 
the  special  characteristic  of  the  '  Scots  novels,'  that 
their  author  began  his  literary  life  by  collecting  the 
old  ballads  of  his  native  country.  Ballad  poetry  is, 
in  comparison  at  least  with  many  other  kinds  of 
poetry,  a  sensible  thing.  It  describes  not  only 
romantic  events,  but  historical  ones,  incidents  in 
which  there  is  a  form  and  body  and  consistence 
— events  which  have  a  result.  Such  a  poem  as 
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'  Chevy  Chace,' J  we  need  not  explain,  has  its  prosaic 
side.  The  latest  historian  of  Greece  2  has  nowhere 
been  more  successful  than  in  his  attempt  to  derive 
from  Homer,  the  greatest  of  ballad  poets,  a  thorough 
and  consistent  account  of  the  political  working  of 
the  Homeric  state  of  society.  The  early  natural 
imagination  of  men  seizes  firmly  on  all  which  interests 
the  minds  and  hearts  of  natural  men.  We  find 
in  its  delineations  the  council  as  well  as  the  marriage  ; 
the  harsh  conflict  as  well  as  the  deep  love-affair. 
Scott's  own  poetry  is  essentially  a  modernised  edition 
of  the  traditional  poems  which  his  early  youth  was 
occupied  in  collecting.  The  Lady  of  the  Lake  is  a 
sort  of  boudoir  ballad,  yet  it  contains  its  element  of 
common-sense  and  broad  delineation.  The  exact 
position  of  Lowlander  and  Highlander  would  not  be 
more  aptly  described  in  a  set  treatise  than  in  the 
well-known  lines  :— 

'  Saxon,  from  yonder  mountain  high, 
I  mark'd  thee  send  delighted  eye 
Far  to  the  south  and  east,  where  lay, 
Extended  in  succession  gay, 
Deep  waving  fields  and  pastures  green, 
With  gentle  slopes  and  hills  3  between  : — 
These  fertile  plains,  that  soften'd  vale, 
Were  once  the  birthright  of  the  Gael  ; 
The  stranger  came  with  iron  hand, 
And  from  our  fathers  rent  4  the  land. 
Where  dwell  we  now  ?     See,  rudely  swell 
Crag  over  crag,  and  fell  o'er  fell. 
Ask  we  this  savage  hill  we  tread, 
For  fatten'd  steer  or  household  bread  ; 
Ask  we  for  flocks  these  shingles  dry, 
And  well  the  mountain  might  reply  : — 
"  To  you,  as  to  your  sires  of  yore, 
Belong  the  target  and  claymore  ! 
I  give  you  shelter  in  my  breast, 
Your  own  good  blades  must  win  the  rest." 

i  Cf.  Percy's  Reliques.  2  Grote.     [H.] 

3  '  groves.'  4  '  reft.' 
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Pent  in  this  fortress  of  the  North, 

Think'st  thou  we  will  not  sally  forth 

To  spoil  the  spoiler  as  we  may, 

And  from  the  robber  rend  the  prey  ? 

Ay,  by  my  soul  ! — While  on  yon  plain 

The  Saxon  rears  one  shock  of  grain  ; 

While,  of  ten  thousand  herds,  there  strays 

But  one  along  yon  river's  maze, — 

The  Gael,  of  plain  and  river  heir, 

Shall,  with  strong  hand,  redeem  his  share.'  1 

We  need  not  search  the  same  poem  for  specimens 
of  the  romantic  element,  for  the  whole  poem  is  full 
of  them.  The  incident  in  which  Ellen  discovers 
who  Fitz- James  really  is,  is  perhaps  excessively 
romantic.  At  any  rate  the  lines, — 

'  To  him  each  lady's  look  was  lent  ; 
On  him  each  courtier's  eye  was  bent  ; 
Midst  furs  and  silks  and  jewels  sheen, 
He  stood  in  simple  Lincoln  green, 
The  centre  of  the  glittering  ring, — 
And  Snowdoun's  knight  is  Scotland's  king  !  '  * — 

may  be  cited  as  very  sufficient  example  of  the  sort 
of  sentimental  incident  which  is  separable  from 
extreme  feeling.  When  Scott,  according  to  his 
own  half-jesting  but  half-serious  expression,  was 
'  beaten  out  of  poetry '  by  Byron,  he  began  to  ex- 
press in  more  pliable  prose  the  same  combination 
which  his  verse  had  been  used  to  convey.  As  might 
have  been  expected,  the  sense  became  in  the  novels 
more  free,  vigorous,  and  flowing,  because  it  is  less 
cramped  by  the  vehicle  in  which  it  is  conveyed. 
The  range  of  character  which  can  be  adequately 
delineated  in  narrative  verse  is  much  narrower 
than  that  which  can  be  described  in  the  combination 
of  narrative  with  dramatic  prose ;  and  perhaps 
even  the  sentiment  of  the  novels  is  manlier  and 

1  Canto  v.  stan.  vii.  *  Canto  vi.  stan.  xxvi. 
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freer  ;    a  delicate  unreality  hovers  over  the  Lady  of 
the  Lake. 

The  sensible  element,  if  we  may  so  express  it, 
of  the  Waverley  Novels  appears  in  various  forms. 
One  of  the  most  striking  is  in  the  delineation  of 
great  political  events  and  influential  political  institu- 
tions. We  are  not  by  any  means  about  to  contend 
that  Scott  is  to  be  taken  as  an  infallible  or  an  im- 
partial authority  for  the  parts  of  history  which  he 
delineates.  On  the  contrary,  we  believe  all  the 
world  now  agrees  that  there  are  many  deductions 
to  be  made  from,  many  exceptions  to  be  taken 
to,  the  accuracy  of  his  delineations.  Still,  whatever 
period  or  incident  we  take,  we  shall  always  find 
in  the  error  a  great,  in  one  or  two  cases  perhaps  an 
extreme,  mixture  of  the  mental  element  which 
we  term  common-sense.  The  strongest  wwsensible 
feeling  in  Scott  was  perhaps  his  Jacobitism,  which 
crept  out  even  in  small  incidents  and  recurring 
prejudice  throughout  the  whole  of  his  active  career, 
and  was,  so  to  say,  the  emotional  aspect  of  his 
habitual  Toryism.  Yet  no  one  can  have  given  a 
more  sensible  delineation,  we  might  say  a  more 
statesmanlike  analysis,  of  the  various  causes  which 
led  to  the  momentary  success,  and  to  the  speedy 
ruin,  of  the  enterprise  of  Charles  Edward.1 

Mr.  Lockhart  says  that,  notwithstanding  Scott's 
imaginative  readiness  to  exalt  Scotland  at  the 
expense  of  England,  no  man  would  have  been  more 
willing  to  join  in  emphatic  opposition  to  an  anti- 
English  party,  if  any  such  had  presented  itself  with 
a  practical  object.  Similarly  his  Jacobitism,  though 
not  without  moments  of  real  influence,  passed  away 
when  his  mind  was  directed  to  broad  masses  of  fact, 
and  general  conclusions  of  political  reasoning. 
1  In  Waverley. 
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A  similar  observation  may  be  made  as  to  Scott's 
Toryism ;  although  it  is  certain  that  there  was 
an  enthusiastic,  and,  in  the  malicious  sense,  poetical 
element  in  Scott's  Toryism,  yet  it,  quite  as  indisput- 
ably, partook  largely  of  two  other  elements,  which  are 
in  common  repute  prosaic.  He  shared  abundantly 
in  the  love  of  administration  and  organisation, 
common  to  all  men  of  great  active  powers.  He 
liked  to  contemplate  method  at  work  and  order 
in  action.  Everybody  hates  to  hear  that  the  Duke 
of  Wellington  asked  '  how  the  king's  government 
was  to  be  carried  on.'  No  amount  of  warning 
wisdom  will  bear  so  fearful  a  repetition.  Still  he 
did  say  it,  and  Scott  had  a  sympathising  foresight 
of  the  oracle  before  it  was  spoken.  One  element 
of  his  conservatism  is  his  sympathy  with  the  admin- 
istrative arrangement,  which  is  confused  by  the 
objections  of  a  Whiggish  opposition  and  is  liable 
to  be  altogether  destroyed  by  uprisings  of  the  popu- 
lace. His  biographer,  while  pointing  out  the  strong 
contrast  between  Scott  and  the  argumentative 
and  parliamentary  statesmen  of  his  age,  avows 
his  opinion  that  in  other  times,  and  with  sufficient 
opportunities,  Scott's  ability  in  managing  men 
would  have  enabled  him  to  '  play  the  part  of  Cecil 
or  of  Gondomar.'  1  We  may  see  how  much  an 
insensible  enthusiasm  for  such  abilities  breaks  out, 
not  only  in  the  description  of  hereditary  monarchs, 
where  the  sentiment  might  be  ascribed  to  a  different 
origin,  but  also  in  the  delineation  of  upstart  rulers, 
who  could  have  no  hereditary  sanctity  in  the  eyes 
of  any  Tory. 

Roland  Graeme,  in  The  Abbot,  is  well  described 
as  losing  in  the  presence  of  the  Regent  Murray 
the  natural  impertinence  of  his  disposition.  '  He 
1  Lockhart's  Life  of  Scott,  vol.  v.  chap.  viii. 
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might  have  braved  with  indifference  the  presence 
of  an  earl,  merely  distinguished  by  his  belt  and 
coronet ;  but  he  felt  overawed  in  that  of  the  [eminent] 
soldier  and  statesman,  the  wielder  of  a  nation's 
power,  and  the  leader  of  her  armies.'  It  is  easy 
to  perceive  that  the  author  shares  the  feeling  of 
his  hero  by  the  evident  pleasure  with  which  he 
dwells  on  the  regent's  demeanour  :  '  He  then  turned 
slowly  round  towards  Roland  Grseme,  and  the 
marks  of  gaiety,  real  or  assumed,  disappeared  from 
his  countenance  as  completely  as  the  passing  bubbles 
leave  the  dark  mirror  of  a  still  profound  lake  into 
which  a  traveller  has  cast  a  stone  ;  in  the  course 
of  a  minute  his  noble  features  had  assumed  their 
natural  expression  of  [deep  and  even]  melancholy 
gravity,' *  etc.  In  real  life,  Scott  used  to  say,  that 
he  never  remembered  feeling  abashed  in  any  one's 
presence  except  the  Duke  of  Wellington's.  Like 
that  of  the  hero  in  his  novel,  his  imagination  was 
very  susceptible  to  the  influence  of  great  achieve- 
ment and  prolonged  success  in  wide-spreading 
affairs. 

The  view  which  Scott  seems  to  have  taken  of 
democracy  indicates  exactly  the  same  sort  of  applica- 
tion of  a  plain  sense  to  the  visible  parts  of  the  subject. 
His  imagination  was  singularly  penetrated  with 
the  strange  varieties  and  motley  composition  of 
human  life.  The  extraordinary  multitude  and  strik- 
ing contrast  of  the  characters  in  his  novels  show  this 
at  once.  And  even  more  strikingly  is  the  same 
habit  of  mind  indicated  '  by  a  tendency  never  to 
omit  an  opportunity  of  describing  those  varied 
crowds  and  assemblages '  which  concentrate  for  a 
moment  into  a  unity  the  scattered  and  unlike 
varieties  of  mankind.  Thus,  but  a  page  or  two 
1  Cf.  Lockhart's  Life  of  Scott,  vol.  iii.  chap.  xi. 
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before  the  passage  which  we  alluded  to  in  The  Abbot, 
we  find  the  following  : — 

'  It  was  indeed  no  common  sight  to  Roland,  the  vestibule 
of  a  palace,  traversed  by  its  various  groups, — some  radiant 
with  gaiety — some  pensive,  and  apparently  weighed  down 
by  affairs  concerning  the  state,  or  concerning  themselves. 
Here  the  hoary  statesman,  with  his  cautious  yet  commanding 
look,  his  furred  cloak  and  sable  pantoufles  ;  there  the  soldier 
in  buff  and  steel,  his  long  sword  jarring  against  the  pavement, 
and  his  whiskered  upper  lip  and  frowning  brow,  looking  an 
habitual  defiance  of  danger,  which  perhaps  was  not  always 
made  good  ;  there  again  passed  my  lord's  serving-man,  high 
of  heart,  and  bloody  of  hand,  humble  to  his  master  and  his 
master's  equals,  insolent  to  all  others.  To  these  might 
be  added  the  poor  suitor,  with  his  anxious  look  and  depressed 
mien — the  officer,  full  of  his  brief  authority,  elbowing  his 
betters,  and  possibly  his  benefactors,  out  of  the  road — the 
proud  priest,  who  sought  a  better  benefice — the  proud 
baron,  who  sought  a  grant  of  church  lands — the  robber 
chief,  who  came  to  solicit  a  pardon  for  the  injuries  he  had 
inflicted  on  his  neighbours — the  plundered  franklin,  who 
came  to  seek  vengeance  for  that  which  he  had  himself 
received.  Besides,  there  was  the  mustering  and  disposition 
of  guards  and  soldiers — the  despatching  of  messengers,  and 
the  receiving  them — the  trampling  and  neighing  of  horses 
without  the  gate — the  flashing  of  arms,  and  rustling  of 
plumes,  and  jingling  of  spurs,  within  it.  In  short,  it  was 
that  gay  and  splendid  confusion,  in  which  the  eye  of  youth 
sees  all  that  is  brave  and  brilliant,  and  that  of  experience 
much  that  is  doubtful,  deceitful,  false  and  hollow — hopes 
that  will  never  be  gratified — promises  which  will  never  be 
fulfilled — pride  in  the  disguise  of  humility — and  insolence 
in  that  of  frank  and  generous  bounty.' 

As  in  the  imagination  of  Shakespeare,  so  in  that 
of  Scott,  the  principal  form  and  object  were  the 
structure — that  is  a  hard  word — the  undulation  and 
diversified  composition  of  human  society ;  the 
picture  of  this  stood  in  the  centre,  and  everything 
else  was  accessory  and  secondary  to  it.  The  old 
'  rows  of  books,'  in  which  Scott  so  peculiarly  de- 
lighted, were  made  to  contribute  their  element 
to  this  varied  imagination  of  humanity.  From  old 
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family  histories,  odd  memoirs,  old  law-trials,  his 
fancy  elicited  new  traits  to  add  to  the  motley 
assemblage.  His  objection  to  democracy — an  ob- 
jection of  which  we  can  only  appreciate  the  emphatic 
force,  when  we  remember  that  his  youth  was  con- 
temporary with  the  first  French  Revolution,  and 
the  controversy  as  to  the  uniform  and  stereotyped 
rights  of  man — was  that  it  would  sweep  away  this 
entire  picture,  level  prince  and  peasant  in  a  common 
kgalite,  —  substitute  a  scientific  rigidity  for  the 
irregular  and  picturesque  growth  of  centuries, — re- ' 
place  an  abounding  and  genial  life  by  a  symmetrical 
but  lifeless  mechanism.  All  the  descriptions  of 
society  in  the  novels, — whether  of  feudal  society, 
of  modern  Scots  society,  or  of  English  society, — 
are  largely  coloured  by  this  feeling.  It  peeps  out 
everywhere,  and  liberal  critics  have  endeavoured  to 
show  that  it  was  a  narrow  Toryism  ;  but  in  reality,  it 
is  a  subtle  compound  of  the  natural  instinct  of  the 
artist  with  the  plain  sagacity  of  the  man  of  the  world. 

It  would  be  tedious  to  show  how  clearly  the  same 
sagacity  appears  in  his  delineation  of  the  various 
great  events  and  movements  in  society  which  are 
described  in  the  Scots  novels.  There  is  scarcely 
one  of  them  which  does  not  bear  it  on  its  surface. 
Objections  may,  as  we  shall  show,  be  urged  [against] 
the  delineation  which  Scott  has  given  of  the  Puritan 
resistance  and  rebellions,  yet  scarcely  any  one  will 
say  there  is  not  a  worldly  sense  in  it.  On  the  con- 
trary, the  very  objection  is  that  it  is  too  worldly,  and 
far  too  exclusively  sensible. 

The  same  thoroughly  well-grounded  sagacity 
and  comprehensive  appreciation  of  human  life  is 
shown  in  the  treatment  of  what  we  may  call  anomal- 
ous characters.  In  general,  monstrosity  is  no 
topic  for  art.  Every  one  has  known  in  real  life 
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characters  which  if,  apart  from  much  experience, 
he  had  found  described  in  books,  he  would  have 
thought  unnatural  and  impossible.  Scott,  however, 
abounds  in  such  characters.  Meg  Merrilies,  Edie 
Ochiltree,  Radcliffe,1  are  more  or  less  of  that  descrip- 
tion. That  of  Meg  Merrilies  especially  is  as  dis- 
torted and  eccentric  as  anything  can  be.  Her 
appearance  is  described  as  making  Mannering  '  start ' ; 
and  well  it  might.  '  She  was  full  six  feet  high,  wore 
a  man's  greatcoat  over  the  rest  of  her  dress,  had  in 
her  hand  a  goodly  sloethorn  cudgel,  and  in  all  points 
of  equipment,  except  her  petticoats,  seemed  rather 
masculine  than  feminine.  Her  dark  elf-locks  shot 
out  like  the  snakes  of  the  gorgon  between  an  old- 
fashioned  bonnet  called  a  bongrace,  heightening  the 
singular  effect  of  her  strong  and  weather-beaten 
features  which  they  partly  shadowed,  while  her 
eye  had  a  wild  roll  that  indicated  something  [like 
real  or  affected]  insanity.'  2 

Her  career  in  the  tale  corresponds  with  the 
strangeness  of  her  exterior.  '  Harlot,  thief,  witch, 
and  gipsy,'  as  she  describes  herself,3  the  hero  is  pre- 
served by  her  virtues  ;  half-crazed  as  she  is  described 
to  be,  he  owes  his  safety  on  more  than  one  occasion 
to  her  skill  in  stratagem,  and  ability  in  managing 
those  with  whom  she  is  connected,  and  who  are 
most  likely  to  be  familiar  with  her  weakness  and  to 
detect  her  craft.  Yet  on  hardly  any  occasion  is 
the  natural  reader  conscious  of  this  strangeness. 
Something  is  of  course  attributable  to  the  skill  of 
the  artist ;  for  no  other  power  of  mind  could  produce 
the  effect,  unless  it  were  aided  by  the  unconscious 

1  In  Guy  Mannering,  The  Antiquary,  and  The  Heart  of  Mid- 
Lothian. 

2  Guy  Mannering,  chap.  iii. 

3  She  is  so  described  by  '  Dominie  Sampson.' 
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tact  of  detailed  expression.  But  the  fundamental 
explanation  of  this  remarkable  success  is  the  dis- 
tinctness with  which  Scott  saw  how  such  a  char- 
acter as  Meg  Merrilies  arose  and  was  produced 
out  of  the  peculiar  circumstances  of  gipsy  life  in 
the  localities  in  which  he  has  placed  his  scene.  He 
has  exhibited  this  to  his  readers  not  by  lengthy 
or  elaborate  description,  but  by  chosen  incidents, 
short  comments,  and  touches  of  which  he  scarcely 
foresaw  the  effect.  This  is  the  only  way  in  which 
the  fundamental  objection  to  making  eccentricity 
the  subject  of  artistic  treatment  can  be  obviated. 

Monstrosity  ceases  to  be  such  when  we  discern 
the  laws  of  Nature  which  evolve  it :  when  a  real 
science  explains  its  phenomena,  we  find  that  it  is  in 
strict  accordance  with  what  we  call  the  natural 
type,  but  that  some  rare  adjunct  or  uncommon 
casualty  has  interfered  and  distorted  a  nature  which 
is  really  the  same,  into  a  phenomenon  which  is 
altogether  different.  Just  so  with  eccentricity  in 
human  character ;  it  becomes  a  topic  of  literary 
art  only  when  its  identity  with  the  ordinary  principles 
of  human  nature  is  exhibited  in  the  midst  of,  and 
as  it  were  by  means  of,  the  superficial  unlikeness. 
Such  a  skill,  however,  requires  an  easy  careless 
familiarity  with  usual  human  life  and  common 
human  conduct.  A  writer  must  have  a  sympathy 
with  health  before  he  can  show  us  how,  and  where, 
and  to  what  extent,  that  which  is  unhealthy  deviates 
from  it ;  and  it  is  this  consistent  acquaintance 
with  regular  life  which  makes  the  irregular  char- 
acters of  Scott  so  happy  a  contrast  to  the  uneasy 
distortions  of  less  sagacious  novelists. 

A  good  deal  of  the  same  criticism  may  be  applied 
to  the  delineation  which  Scott  has  given  us  of  the 
poor.  In  truth,  poverty  is  an  anomaly  to  rich 

VOL.  n. — 9 
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people.  It  is  very  difficult  to  make  out  why  people 
who  want  dinner  do  not  ring  the  bell.  One  half  of 
the  world,  according  to  the  saying,  do  not  know 
how  the  other  half  live.  Accordingly,  nothing  is 
so  rare  in  fiction  as  a  good  delineation  of  the  poor. 
Though  perpetually  with  us  in  reality,  we  rarely 
meet  them  in  our  reading.  The  requirements  of 
the  case  present  an  unusual  difficulty  to  artistic 
delineation.  A  good  deal  of  the  character  of  the 
poor  is  an  unfit  topic  for  continuous  art,  and  yet  we 
wish  to  have  in  our  books  a  lifelike  exhibition  of  the 
whole  of  that  character.  Mean  manners  and  mean 
vices  are  unfit  for  prolonged  delineation  ;  the  every- 
day pressure  of  narrow  necessities  is  too  petty  a 
pain  and  too  anxious  a  reality  to  be  dwelt  upon.  We 
can  bear  the  mere  description  of  the  Parish  Register, 

'  But  this  poor  farce  has  neither  truth  nor  art 
To  please  the  fancy  or  to  touch  the  heart  ; 

Dark  but  not  awful,  dismal  but  yet  mean, 

With  anxious  bustle  moves  the  cumbrous  scene  ; 

Presents  no  objects  tender  or  profound, 

But  spreads  its  cold  unmeaning  gloom  around  ;  '  l — 

but  who  could  bear  to  have  a  long  narrative  of 
fortunes  '  dismal  but  yet  mean,'  with  characters 
'  dark  but  not  awful,'  and  no  objects  '  tender  or 
profound  ?  '  Mr.  Dickens  has  in  various  parts  of 
his  writings  been  led  by  a  sort  of  pre-Raphaelite 
cultus  of  reality  into  an  error  of  this  species.  His 
poor  people  have  taken  to  their  poverty  very 
thoroughly ;  they  are  poor  talkers  and  poor  livers, 
and  in  all  ways  poor  people  to  read  about. 

A  whole  array  of  writers  have  fallen  into  an  opposite 
mistake.  Wishing  to  preserve  their  delineations 
clear  from  the  defects  of  meanness  and  vulgarity, 

1  Crabbe's  Parish  Register,  part  iii. 
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they  have  attributed  to  the  poor  a  fancied  happiness 
and  Arcadian  simplicity.  The  conventional  shepherd 
of  ancient  times  was  scarcely  displeasing :  that 
which  is  by  everything  except  express  avowal 
removed  from  the  sphere  of  reality  does  not  annoy 
us  by  its  deviations  from  reality ;  but  the  fictitious 
poor  of  sentimental  novelists  are  brought  almost 
into  contact  with  real  life,  half  claim  to  be  copies 
of  what  actually  exists  at  our  very  doors,  are  intro- 
duced in  close  proximity  to  characters  moving  in  a 
higher  rank,  over  whom  no  such  ideal  charm  is 
diffused,  and  who  are  painted  with  as  much  truth 
as  the  writer's  ability  enables  him  to  give.  Accord- 
ingly, the  contrast  is  evident  and  displeasing :  the 
harsh  outlines  of  poverty  will  not  bear  the 
artificial  rose-tint ;  they  are  seen  through  it,  like 
high  cheek-bones  through  the  delicate  colours  of 
artificial  youth ;  we  turn  away  with  some  disgust 
from  the  false  elegance  and  undeceiving  art ;  we 
prefer  the  rough  poor  of  nature  to  the  petted  poor 
of  the  refining  describer. 

Scott  has  most  felicitously  avoided  both  these 
errors.  His  poor  people  are  never  coarse  and  never 
vulgar  ;  their  lineaments  have  the  rude  traits  which 
a  life  of  conflict  will  inevitably  leave  on  the  minds 
and  manners  of  those  who  are  to  lead  it ;  their 
notions  have  the  narrowness  which  is  inseparable 
from  a  contracted  experience  ;  their  knowledge  is 
not  more  extended  than  their  restricted  means  of 
attaining  it  would  render  possible.  Almost  alone 
among  novelists,  Scott  has  given  a  thorough,  minute, 
lifelike  description  of  poor  persons,  which  is  at  the 
same  time  genial  and  pleasing.  The  reason  seems 
to  be,  that  the  firm  sagacity  of  his  genius  compre- 
hended the  industrial  aspect  of  poor  people's  life 
thoroughly  and  comprehensively,  his  experience 
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brought  it  before  him  easily  and  naturally,  and 
his  artist's  mind  and  genial  disposition  enabled  him 
to  dwell  on  those  features  which  would  be  most 
pleasing  to  the  world  in  general.  In  fact,  his  own 
mind  of  itself  and  by  its  own  nature  dwelt  on  those 
very  peculiarities.  He  could  not  remove  his  firm 
and  instructed  genius  into  the  domain  of  Arcadian 
unreality,  but  he  was  equally  unable  to  dwell  prin- 
cipally, peculiarly,  or  consecutively,  on  those  petty, 
vulgar,  mean  details  in  which  such  a  writer  as  Crabbe 
lives  and  breathes. 

Hazlitt  1  said  that  Crabbe  described  a  poor  man's 
cottage  like  a  man  who  came  to  distrain  for  rent  ; 
he  catalogued  every  trivial  piece  of  furniture,  defects 
and  cracks  and  all.  Scott  describes  it  as  a  cheerful 
but  most  sensible  landlord  would  describe  a  cottage 
on  his  property  :  he  has  a  pleasure  in  it.  No  detail, 
or  few  details,  in  the  life  of  the  inmates  escape  his 
experienced  and  interested  eye  ;  but  he  dwells  on 
those  which  do  not  displease  him.  He  sympathises 
with  their  rough  industry  and  plain  joys  and  sorrows. 
He  does  not  fatigue  himself  or  excite  their  wondering 
smile  by  theoretical  plans  of  impossible  relief.  He 
makes  the  best  of  the  life  which  is  given,  and  by  a 
sanguine  sympathy  makes  it  still  better.  A  hard 
life  many  characters  in  Scott  seem  to  lead ;  but  he 
appreciates,  and  makes  his  reader  appreciate,  the 
full  value  of  natural  feelings,  plain  thoughts,  and 
applied  sagacity. 

His  ideas  of  political  economy  are  equally  charac- 
teristic of  his  strong  sense  and  genial  mind.  He 
was  always  sneering  at  Adam  Smith,  and  telling 
many  legends  of  that  philosopher's  absence  of  mind 
and  inaptitude  for  the  ordinary  conduct  of  life.  A 
contact  with  the  Edinburgh  logicians  had,  doubtless, 
1  English  Poets  :  '  On  Thomson  and  Cowper.' 
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not  augmented  his  faith  in  the  formal  deductions 
of  abstract  economy ;  nevertheless,  with  the  facts 
before  him,  he  could  give  a  very  plain  and  satis- 
factory exposition  of  the  genial  consequences  of  old 
abuses,  the  distinct  necessity  for  stern  reform,  and 
the  delicate  humanity  requisite  for  introducing  that 
reform  temperately  and  with  feeling  : — 

'  Even  so  the  Laird  of  Ellangowan  ruthlessly  commenced 
his  magisterial  reiorm,  at  the  expense  of  various  established 
and  superannuated  pickers  and  stealers,  who  had  been 
his  neighbours  for  half  a  century.  He  wrought  his  miracles 
like  a  second  Duke  Humphrey ;  and  by  the  influence  of 
the  beadle's  rod  caused  the  lame  to  walk,  the  blind  to  see, 
and  the  palsied  to  labour.  He  detected  poachers,  black- 
fishers,  orchard-breakers,  and  pigeon-shooters  ;  had  the 
applause  of  the  bench  for  his  reward,  and  the  public  credit 
of  an  active  magistrate. 

'  All  this  good  had  its  rateable  proportion  of  evil.  Even 
an  admitted  nuisance,  of  ancient  standing,  should  not  be 
abated  without  some  caution.  The  zeal  of  our  worthy 
friend  now  involved  in  great  distress  sundry  personages 
whose  idle  and  mendicant  habits  his  own  Idchesse  had  con- 
tributed to  foster,  until  these  habits  had  become  irreclaim- 
able, or  whose  real  incapacity  for  exertion  rendered  them 
fit  objects,  in  their  own  phrase,  for  the  charity  of  all  well- 
disposed  Christians.  The  "  long-remembered  beggar,"  who 
for  twenty  years  had  made  his  regular  rounds  within  the 
neighbourhood,  received  rather  as  a  humble  friend  than  as 
an  object  of  charity,  was  sent  to  the  neighbouring  workhouse. 
The  decrepit  dame,  who  travelled  round  the  parish  upon  a 
handbarrow,  circulating  from  house  to  house  like  a  bad 
shilling,  which  every  one  is  in  haste  to  pass  to  his  neighbour, — 
she  who  used  to  call  for  her  bearers  as  loud,  or  louder,  than 
a  traveller  demands  post-horses, — even  she  shared  the  same 
disastrous  fate.  The  "  daft  Jock,"  who,  half  knave,  half 
idiot,  had  been  the  sport  of  each  succeeding  race  of  village 
children  for  a  good  part  of  a  century,  was  remitted  to  the 
county  bridewell,  where,  secluded  from  free  air  and  sun- 
shine, the  only  advantages  he  was  capable  of  enjoying,  he 
pined  and  died  in  the  course  of  six  months.  The  old  sailor, 
who  had  so  long  rejoiced  the  smoky  rafters  of  every  kitchen 
in  the  country,  by  singing  "Captain  Ward"  and  "Bold 
Admiral  Benbow,"  was  banished  from  the  county  for  no 
better  reason  than  that  he  was  supposed  to  speak  with  a 
strong  Irish  accent.  Even  the  annual  rounds  of  the  pedlar 
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were  abolished  by  the  Justice  in  his  hasty  zeal  for  the  adminis- 
tration of  rural  police. 

'  These  things  did  not  pass  without  notice  and  censure. 
We  are  not  made  of  wood  or  stone,  and  the  things  which 
connect  themselves  with  our  hearts  and  habits  cannot,  like 
bark  or  lichen,  be  rent  away  without  our  missing  them. 
The  farmer's  dame  lacked  her  usual  share  of  intelligence, — 
perhaps  also  the  self-applause  which  she  had  felt  while 
distributing  the  awmous  (alms),  in  shape  of  a  gowpen  (hand- 
ful) of  oatmeal,  to  the  mendicant  who  brought  the  news. 
The  cottage  felt  inconvenience  from  interruption  of  the 
petty  trade  carried  on  by  the  itinerant  dealers.  The  children 
lacked  their  supply  of  sugar-plums  and  toys  ;  the  young 
women  wanted  pins,  ribbons,  combs,  and  ballads  ;  and 
the  old  could  no  longer  barter  their  eggs  for  salt,  snuff,  and 
tobacco.  All  these  circumstances  brought  the  busy  Laird 
of  Ellangowan  into  discredit,  which  was  the  more  general 
on  account  of  his  former  popularity.  Even  his  lineage  was 
brought  up  in  judgment  against  him.  They  thought  "nae- 
thing  of  what  the  like  of  Greenside,  or  Burnville,  or  View- 
forth,  might  do,  that  were  strangers  in  the  country  ;  but 
Ellangowan  !  that  had  been  a  name  amang  them  since  the 
mirk  Monanday,  and  lang  before — him  to  be  grinding  the 
puir  at  that  rate  ! — They  ca'd  his  grandfather  the  Wicked 
Laird  ;  but,  though  he  was  whiles  fractious  eneuch,  when 
he  got  into  roving  company,  and  had  ta'en  the  drap  drink, 
he  would  have  scorned  to  gang  on  at  this  gate.  Na,  na — 
the  muckle  chumly  in  the  Auld  Place, reeked  like  a  killogie 
in  his  time,  and  there  were  as  mony  puir  folk  riving  at  the 
banes  in  the  court  and  about  the  door,  as  there  were  gentles 
in  the  ha'.  And  the  leddy,  on  ilka  Christmas  night  as  it 
came  round,  gae  twelve  siller  pennies  to  ilka  puir  body  about, 
in  honour  of  the  twelve  apostles  like.  They  were  fond  to 
ca'  it  papistrie  ;  but  I  think  our  great  folk  might  take  a 
lesson  frae  the  papists  whiles.  They  gie  another  sort  o' 
help  to  puir  folk  than  just  dinging  down  a  saxpence  in  the 
brod  on  the  Sabbath,  and  kilting,  and  scourging,  and  drum- 
ming them  a'  the  sax  days  o'  the  week  besides."  '  l 

Many  other  indications  of  the  same  healthy  and 
natural  sense,  which  gives  so  much  of  their  character- 
istic charm  to  the  Scots  novels,  might  be  pointed 
out,  if  it  were  necessary  to  weary  our  readers  by 
dwelling  longer  on  a  point  we  have  already  laboured 
1  Guy  Mannering,  chap.  vi. 
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so  much.  One  more,  however,  demands  notice 
because  of  its  importance,  and  perhaps  also  because, 
from  its  somewhat  less  obvious  character,  it  might 
escape  otherwise  without  notice.  There  has  been 
frequent  controversy  as  to  the  penal  code,  if  we  may 
so  call  it,  of  fiction  ;  that  is,  as  to  the  apportion- 
ment of  reward  and  punishment  respectively  to  the 
good  and  evil  personages  therein  delineated ;  and 
the  practice  of  authors  has  been  as  various  as  the 
legislation  of  critics. 

One  school  abandons  all  thought  on  the  matter, 
and  declares  that  in  the  real  life  we  see  around  us, 
good  people  often  fail,  and  wicked  people  continually 
prosper ;  and  would  deduce  the  precept,  that  it 
is  unwise  in  an  art  which  should  '  hold  the  mirror 
up  to  nature/  not  to  copy  the  uncertain  and  irregular 
distribution  of  its  sanctions.  Another  school,  with 
an  exactness  which  savours  at  times  of  pedantry, 
apportions  the  success  and  the  failure,  the  pain  and 
the  pleasure  of  fictitious  life,  to  the  moral  qualities 
of  those  who  are  living  in  it — does  not  think  at  all, 
or  but  little,  of  every  other  quality  in  those  char- 
acters, and  does  not  at  all  care  whether  the  penalty 
and  reward  are  evolved  in  natural  sequence  from  the 
circumstances  and  characters  of  the  tale,  or  are 
owing  to  some  monstrous  accident  far  removed 
from  all  relation  of  cause  of  consequence  to  those 
facts  and  people.  Both  these  classes  of  writers 
produce  works  which  jar  on  the  natural  sense  of 
common  readers,  and  are  at  issue  with  the  analytic 
criticism  of  the  best  critics.  One  school  leaves  an 
impression  of  an  uncared-for  world,  in  which  there 
is  no  right  and  no  wrong ;  the  other,  of  a  sort  of 
Governesses'  Institution  of  a  world,  where  all 
praise  and  all  blame,  all  good  and  all  pain, 
are  made  to  turn  on  special  graces  and  petty 
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offences,  pesteringly  spoken  of  and  teasingly  watched 
for. 

The  manner  of  Scott  is  thoroughly  different ; 
you  can  scarcely  lay  down  any  novel  of  his  without 
a  strong  feeling  that  the  world  in  which  the  fiction 
has  been  laid,  and  in  which  your  imagination  has 
been  moving,  is  one  subject  to  laws  of  retribution, 
which,  though  not  apparent  on  a  superficial  glance, 
are  yet  in  steady  and  consistent  operation,  and  will 
be  quite  sure  to  work  their  due  effect,  if  time  is  only 
given  to  them.  Sagacious  men  know  that  this  is 
in  its  best  aspect  the  condition  of  life.  Certain  of 
the  ungodly  may,  notwithstanding  the  Psalmist, 
flourish  even  through  life  like  a  green  bay-tree  ; 
for  providence,  in  external  appearance  (far  differently 
from  the  real  truth  of  things,  as  we  may  one  day  see 
it),  works  by  a  scheme  of  averages.  Most  people 
who  ought  to  succeed,  do  succeed  ;  most  people  who 
do  fail,  ought  to  fail.  But  there  is  no  exact  adjust- 
ment of  '  mark  '  to  merit ;  the  competitive  examina- 
tion system  appears  to  have  an  origin  more  recent 
than  the  creation  of  the  world ; — '  on  the  whole,' 
'  speaking  generally/  '  looking  at  life  as  a  whole,' 
are  the  words  in  which  we  must  describe  the  prov- 
idential adjustment  of  visible  good  and  evil  to 
visible  goodness  and  badness.  And  when  we  look 
more  closely,  we  see  that  these  general  results  are 
the  consequences  of  certain  principles  which  work 
half  unseen,  and  which  are  effectual  in  the  main, 
though  thwarted  here  and  there. 

It  is  this  comprehensive  though  inexact  distribu- 
tion of  good  and  evil,  which  is  suited  to  the  novelist, 
and  it  is  exactly  this  which  Scott  instinctively 
adopted.  Taking  a  firm  and  genial  view  of  the 
common  facts  of  life, — seeing  it  as  an  experienced 
observer  and  tried  man  of  action, — he  could  not 
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help  giving  the  representation  of  it  which  is  insensibly 
borne  in  on  the  minds  of  such  persons.  He  delineates 
it  as  a  world  moving  according  to  laws  which  are 
always  producing  their  effect,  never  have  produced 
it ;  sometimes  fall  short  a  little ;  are  always  nearly 
successful.  Good  sense  produces  its  effect,  as  well  as 
good  intention  ;  ability  is  valuable  as  weh1  as  virtue. 
It  is  this  peculiarity  which  gives  to  his  works,  more 
than  anything  else,  the  lifelikeness  which  distinguishes 
them  ;  the  average  of  the  copy  is  struck  on  the  same 
scale  as  that  of  reality ;  an  unexplained,  uncom- 
mented-on  adjustment  works  in  the  one,  just  as 
a  hidden,  imperceptible  principle  of  apportionment 
operates  in  the  other. 

The  romantic  susceptibility  of  Scott's  imagination 
is  as  obvious  in  his  novels  as  his  matter-of-fact 
sagacity.  We  can  find  much  of  it  in  the  place  in 
which  we  should  naturally  look  first  for  it, — his 
treatment  of  his  heroines.  We  are  no  indiscriminate 
admirers  of  these  young  ladies,  and  shall  shortly 
try  to  show  how  much  they  are  inferior  as  imaginative 
creations  to  similar  creations  of  the  very  highest 
artists.  But  the  mode  in  which  the  writer  speaks 
of  them  everywhere  indicates  an  imagination  con- 
tinually under  the  illusion  which  we  term  romance. 
A  gentle  tone  of  manly  admiration  pervades  the 
whole  delineation  of  their  words  and  actions. 

If  we  look  carefully  at  the  narratives  of  some 
remarkable  female  novelists — it  would  be  invidious 
to  give  the  instances  by  name — we  shall  be  struck 
at  once  with  the  absence  of  this  ;  they  do  not  half 
like  their  heroines.  It  would  be  satirical  to  say  that 
they  were  jealous  of  them  ;  but  it  is  certain  that 
they  analyse  the  mode  in  which  their  charms  produce 
their  effects,  and  the  minutice  of  their  operation, 
much  in  the  same  way  in  which  a  slightly  jealous 
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lady  examines  the  claims  of  the  heroines  of  society. 
The  same  writers  have  invented  the  atrocious  species 
of  plain  heroines.  Possibly  none  of  the  frauds 
which  are  now  so  much  the  topic  of  common  remark 
are  so  irritating  as  that  to  which  the  purchaser 
of  a  novel  is  a  victim  on  finding  that  he  has  only  to 
peruse  a  narrative  of  the  conduct  and  sentiments 
of  an  ugly  lady.  '  Two-and-sixpence  to  know  the 
heart  which  has  high  cheek-bones !  '  Was  there 
ever  such  an  imposition  ?  Scott  would  have  recoiled 
from  such  [a]  conception.  Even  Jeanie  Deans,1 
though  no  heroine,  like  Flora  Macivor,2  is  described 
as  '  comely,'  and  capable  of  looking  almost  pretty 
when  required,  and  she  has  a  compensating  set-off 
in  her  sister,  who  is  beautiful  as  well  as  unwise. 

Speaking  generally,  as  is  the  necessity  of  criticism, 
Scott  makes  his  heroines,  at  least  by  profession, 
attractive,  and  dwells  on  their  attractiveness,  though 
not  with  the  wild  ecstasy  of  insane  yo%th,  yet  with 
the  tempered  and  mellow  admiration  common  to 
genial  men  of  this  world.  Perhaps  at  times  we  are 
rather  displeased  at  his  explicitness,  and  disposed 
to  hang  back  and  carp  at  the  admirable  qualities 
displayed  to  us.  But  this  is  only  a  stronger  evidence 
of  the  peculiarity  which  we  speak  of,  —  of  the 
unconscious  sentiments  inseparable  from  Scott's 
imagination. 

The  same  romantic  tinge  undeniably  shows  itself 
in  Scott's  pictures  of  the  past.  Many  exceptions 
have  been  taken  to  the  detail  of  mediaeval  life  as  it 
is  described  to  us  in  Ivanhoe;  but  one  merit  will 
always  remain  to  it,  and  will  be  enough  to  secure  to 
it  immense  popularity.  It  describes  the  middle  ages 
as  we  should  have  wished  them  to  have  been.  We 
do  not  mean  that  the  delineation  satisfies  those 

*  In  The  Heart  of  Mid-Lothian.  *  In  Waverley. 
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accomplished  admirers  of  the  old  Church  system 
who  fancy  that  they  have  found  among  the  prelates 
and  barons  of  the  fourteenth  century  a  close  approxi- 
mation to  the  theocracy  which  they  would 
recommend  for  our  adoption.  On  the  contrary, 
the  theological  merits  of  the  middle  ages  are 
not  prominent  in  Scott's  delineation.  '  Dogma ' 
was  not  in  his  way :  a  cheerful  man  of  the  world 
is  not  anxious  for  a  precise  definition  of  peculiar 
doctrines. 

The  charm  of  Ivanhoe  is  addressed  to  a  simpler 
sort  of  imagination,  to  that  kind  of  boyish  fancy 
which  idolises  mediaeval  society  as  the  '  fighting 
time.'  Every  boy  has  heard  of  tournaments,  and 
has  a  firm  persuasion  that  in  an  age  of  tournaments 
life  was  thoroughly  well  understood.  A  martial 
society,  where  men  fought  hand  to  hand  on  good 
horses  with  large  lances,  in  peace  for  pleasure,  and 
in  war  for  business,  seems  the  very  ideal  of  perfection 
to  a  bold  and  simply  fanciful  boy.  Ivanhoe  spreads 
before  him  the  full  landscape  of  such  a  realm,  with 
Richard  Cceur-de-Lion,  a  black  horse,  and  the  passage 
of  arms  at  Ashby.  Of  course  he  admires  it,  and  thinks 
there  was  never  such  a  writer,  and  will  never  more 
be  such  a  world.  And  a  mature  critic  will  share 
his  admiration,  at  least  to  the  extent  of  admitting 
that  nowhere  else  have  the  elements  of  a  martial 
romance  been  so  gorgeously  accumulated  without 
becoming  oppressive ;  their  fanciful  charm  been  so 
powerfully  delineated,  and  yet  so  constantly  relieved 
by  touches  of  vigorous  sagacity.  One  single  fact 
shows  how  great  the  romantic  illusion  is.  The 
pressure  of  painful  necessity  is  scarcely  so  great  in 
this  novel,  as  in  novels  of  the  same  writer  in  which 
the  scene  is  laid  in  modern  times. 

Much  may  be  said  in  favour    of    the  mediaeval 
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system  as  contradistinguished  from  existing  society ; 
much  has  been  said.  But  no  one  can  maintain 
that  general  comfort  was  as  much  diffused  as  it  is 
now.  A  certain  ease  pervades  the  structure  of  later 
society.  Our  houses  may  not  last  so  long,  are  not 
so  picturesque,  will  leave  no  such  ruins  behind 
them ;  but  they  are  warmed  with  hot  water,  have 
no  draughts,  and  contain  sofas  instead  of  rushes. 
A  slight  daily  unconscious  luxury  is  hardly  ever 
wanting  to  the  dwellers  in  civilisation  ;  like  the 
gentle  air  of  a  genial  climate,  it  is  a  perpetual  minute 
enjoyment.  The  absence  of  this  marks  a  rude 
barbaric  time.  We  may  avail  ourselves  of  rough 
pleasures,  stirring  amusements,  exciting  actions, 
strange  rumours ;  but  life  is  hard  and  harsh.  The 
cold  air  of  the  keen  North  may  brace  and  invigorate, 
but  it  cannot  soothe  us.  All  sensible  people  know 
that  the  middle  ages  must  have  been  very  uncom- 
fortable •,  there  was  a  difficulty  about  '  good  food  ;  ' 
— almost  insuperable  obstacles  to  the  cultivation  of 
nice  detail  and  small  enjoyment. 

No  one  knew  the  abstract  facts  on  which  this 
conclusion  rests  better  than  Scott ;  but  his  delinea- 
tion gives  no  general  idea  of  the  result.  A  thought- 
less reader  rises  with  the  impression  that  the  middle 
ages  had  the  same  elements  of  happiness  which  we 
have  at  present,  and  that  they  had  fighting  besides. 
We  do  not  assert  that  this  tenet  is  explicitly  taught ; 
on  the  contrary,  many  facts  are  explained,  and 
many  customs  elucidated  from  which  a  discriminating 
and  deducing  reader  would  infer  the  meanness  of 
poverty  and  the  harshness  of  barbarism.  But  these 
less  imposing  traits  escape  the  rapid,  and  still  more 
the  boyish  reader.  His  general  impression  is  one 
of  romance  ;  and  though,  when  roused,  Scott  was 
quite  able  to  take  a  distinct  view  of  the  opposing 
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facts,  he  liked  his  own  mind  to  rest  for  the   most 
part  in  the  same  pleasing  illusion. 

The  same  sort  of  historical  romance  is  shown 
likewise  in  Scott's  picture  of  remarkable  historical 
characters.  His  Richard  First  is  the  traditional 
Richard,  with  traits  heightened  and  ennobled  in  perfect 
conformity  to  the  spirit  of  tradition.  Some  illustra- 
tion of  the  same  quality  might  be  drawn  from  his 
delineations  of  the  Puritan  rebellions  and  the  Cavalier 
enthusiasm.  We  might  show  that  he  ever  dwells 
on  the  traits  and  incidents  most  attractive  to  a 
genial  and  spirited  imagination.  But  the  most 
remarkable  instance  of  the  power  which  romantic 
illusion  exercised  over  him  is  his  delineation  of 
Mary  Queen  of  Scots.  He  refused  at  one  time  of 
his  life  to  write  a  biography  of  that  princess  '  because 
his  opinion  was  contrary  to  his  feeling.'  *  He 
evidently  considered  her  guilt  to  be  clearly  estab- 
lished, and  thought,  with  a  distinguished  lawyer, 
that  he  should  '  direct  a  jury  to  find  her  guilty ;  ' 
but  his  fancy,  like  that  of  most  of  his  countrymen, 
took  a  peculiar  and  special  interest  in  the  beautiful 
lady  who,  at  any  rate,  had  suffered  so  much  and  so 
fatally  at  the  hands  of  a  queen  of  England.  He 
could  not  bring  himself  to  dwell  with  nice  accuracy 
on  the  evidence  which  substantiates  her  criminality, 
or  on  the  still  clearer  indications  of  that  unsound 
and  over- crafty  judgment,  which  was  the  fatal 
inheritance  of  the  Stuart  family,  and  which,  in  spite 
of  advantages  that  scarcely  any  other  family  in  the 
world  has  enjoyed,  has  made  their  name  a  historical 
byword  for  misfortune. 

The  picture  in  The  Abbot,  one  of  the  best  historical 
pictures  which  Scott  has  given  us,  is  principally  the 
picture  of  the  queen  as  the  fond  tradition  of  his 
1  Cf.  Lockhart's  Life  of  Scott,  vol.  vii.  chap.  iv. 
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countrymen  exhibited  her.  Her  entire  innocence, 
it  is  true,  is  never  alleged  :  but  the  enthusiasm  of 
her  followers  is  dwelt  on  with  approving  sympathy ; 
their  confidence  is  set  forth  at  large  ;  her  influence 
over  them  is  skilfully  delineated  ;  the  fascination 
of  charms  chastened  by  misfortune  is  delicately 
indicated.  We  see  a  complete  picture  of  the  beautiful 
queen,  of  the  suffering  and  sorrowful,  but  yet  not 
insensible  woman.  Scott  could  not,  however,  as  a 
close  study  will  show  us,  quite  conceal  the  un- 
favourable nature  of  his  fundamental  opinion.  In 
one  remarkable  passage,  the  struggle  of  the  judg- 
ment is  even  conspicuous,  and  in  others  the  sagacity 
of  the  practised  lawyer, — the  '  thread  of  the  attorney,' 
as  he  used  to  call  it, — in  his  nature,  qualifies  and 
modifies  the  sentiment  hereditary  in  his  countrymen, 
and  congenial  to  himself. 

This  romantic  imagination  is  a  habit  of  power 
(as  we  may  choose  to  call  it)  of  mind  which  is  almost 
essential  to  the  highest  success  in  the  historical 
novel.  The  aim,  at  any  rate  the  effect,  of  this 
class  of  works  seems  to  be  to  deepen  and  confirm 
the  received  view  of  historical  personages.  A 
great  and  acute  writer  may,  from  an  accurate  study 
of  original  documents,  discover  that  those  impres- 
sions are  erroneous,  and  by  a  process  of  elaborate 
argument  substitute  others  which  he  deems  more 
accurate.  But  this  can  only  be  effected  by  writing 
a  regular  history.  The  essence  of  the  achievement 
is  the  proof.  If  Mr.  Froude  had  put  forward  his 
view  of  Henry  the  Eighth's  character  in  approfessed 
novel,  he  would  have  been  laughed  at.  It  is  only 
by  a  rigid  adherence  to  attested  facts  and  authentic 
documents  that  a  view  so  original  could  obtain 
even  a  hearing.  We  start  back  with  a  little  anger 
from  a  representation  which  is  avowedly  imaginative, 
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and  which  contradicts  our  impressions.  We  do  not 
like  to  have  our  opinions  disturbed  by  reasoning ; 
but  it  is  impertinent  to  attempt  to  disturb  them  by 
fancies.  A  writer  of  the  historical  novel  is  bound 
by  the  popular  conception  of  his  subject ;  and 
commonly  it  will  be  found  that  this  popular  impres- 
sion is  to  some  extent  a  romantic  one.  An  element 
of  exaggeration  clings  to  the  popular  judgment  : 
great  vices  are  made  greater,  great  virtues  greater 
also  ;  interesting  incidents  are  made  more  interesting, 
soft  legends  more  soft.  The  novelist  who  disregards 
this  tendency  will  do  so  at  the  peril  of  his  popularity. 
His  business  is  to  make  attraction  more  attractive, 
and  not  to  impair  the  pleasant  pictures  of  ready- 
made  romance  by  an  attempt  at  grim  reality. 

We  may  therefore  sum  up  the  indications  of  this 
characteristic  excellence  of  Scott's  novels  by  saying 
that,  more  than  any  novelist,  he  has  given  us  fresh 
pictures  of  practical  human  society,  with  its  cares 
and  troubles,  its  excitements  and  its  pleasures ; 
that  he  has  delineated  more  distinctly  than  any 
one  else  the  framework  in  which  this  society  inheres, 
and  by  the  boundaries  of  which  it  is  shaped  and 
limited;  that  he  has  made  more  clear  the  way  in 
which  strange  and  eccentric  characters  grow  out 
of  that  ordinary  and  usual  system  of  life ;  that  he 
has  extended  his  view  over  several  periods  of  society, 
and  given  an  animated  description  of  the  external 
appearance  of  each,  and  a  firm  representation  of 
its  social  institutions ;  that  he  has  shown  very 
graphically  what  we  may  call  the  worldly  laws  of 
moral  government ;  and  that  over  all  these  he 
has  spread  the  glow  of  sentiment  natural  to  a  manly 
mind,  and  an  atmosphere  of  generosity  congenial 
to  a  cheerful  one.  It  is  from  the  collective  effect 
of  these  causes,  and  from  the  union  of  sense  and 
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sentiment  which  is  the  principle  of  them  all,  that 
Scott  derives  the  peculiar  healthiness  which  dis- 
tinguishes him.  There  are  no  such  books  as  his  for 
the  sick-room,  or  for  freshening  the  painful  intervals 
of  a  morbid  mind.  Mere  sense  is  dull,  mere  senti- 
ment unsubstantial ;  a  sensation  of  genial  healthi- 
ness is  only  given  by  what  combines  the  solidity 
of  the  one  and  the  brightening  charm  of  the  other. 

Some  guide  to  Scott's  defects,  or  to  the  limitations 
of  his  genius,  if  we  would  employ  a  less  ungenial 
and  perhaps  more  correct  expression,  is  to  be  dis- 
covered, as  usual,  from  the  consideration  of  his 
characteristic  excellence.  As  it  is  his  merit  to 
give  bold  and  animated  pictures  of  this  world,  it 
is  his  defect  to  give  but  insufficient  representations 
of  qualities  which  this  world  does  not  exceedingly 
prize, — of  such  as  do  not  thrust  themselves  very 
forward  in  it, — of  such  as  are  in  some  sense  above 
it.  We  may  illustrate  this  in  several  ways. 

One  of  the  parts  of  human  nature  which  are 
systematically  omitted  in  Scott,  is  the  searching  and 
abstract  intellect.  This  did  not  lie  in  his  way. 
No  man  had  a  stronger  sagacity,  better  adapted 
for  the  guidance  of  common  men,  and  the  conduct 
of  common  transactions.  Few  could  hope  to  form 
a  more  correct  opinion  on  things  and  subjects  which 
were  brought  before  him  in  actual  life ;  no  man 
had  a  more  useful  intellect.  But,  on  the  other  hand, 
as  will  be  generally  observed  to  be  the  case,  no  one 
was  less  inclined  to  that  probing  and  seeking  and 
anxious  inquiry  into  things  in  general  which  is 
the  necessity  of  some  minds,  and  a  sort  of  intellectual 
famine  in  their  nature.  He  had  no  call  to  investigate 
the  theory  of  the  universe,  and  he  would  not  have 
been  able  to  comprehend  those  who  did.  Such  a 
mind  as  Shelley's  would  have  been  entirely  removed 
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from  his  comprehension.  He  had  no  call  to  mix 
'  awful  talk  and  asking  looks  '  J  with  his  love  of  the 
visible  scene.  He  could  not  have  addressed  the 
universe  : — 

'  I  have  watched 

Thy  shadow,  and  the  darkness  of  thy  steps, 
And  my  heart  ever  gazes  on  the  depth 
Of  thy  deep  mysteries.     I  have  made  my  bed 
In  charnels  and  on  coffins,  where  black  death 
Keeps  record  of  the  trophies  won  from  thee, 
Hoping  to  still  these  obstinate  questionings 
Of  thee  and  thine,  by  forcing  some  lone  ghost 
Thy  messenger,  to  render  up  the  tale 
Of  what  we  are.'  2 

Such  thought  would  have  been  to  him  '  thinking 
without  an  object,'  '  abstracted  speculations/  '  cob- 
webs of  the  unintelligible  brain.'  Above  all  minds, 
his  had  the  Baconian  propensity  to  work  upon 
'  stuff.'  3  At  first  sight,  it  would  not  seem  that 
this  was  a  defect  likely  to  be  very  hurtful  to  the 
works  of  a  novelist.  The  labours  of  the  searching 
and  introspective  intellect,  however  needful,  absorb- 
ing, and  in  some  degree  delicious  to  the  seeker  himself, 
are  not  in  general  very  delightful  to  those  who  are 
not  seeking.  Genial  men  in  middle  life  are  com- 
monly intolerant  of  that  philosophising  which  their 
prototype,  in  old  times,  classed  side  by  side  with 
the  lisping  of  youth. 

The  theological  novel,  which  was  a  few  years 
ago  so  popular,  and  which  is  likely  to  have  a  recurring 
influence  in  times  when  men's  belief  is  unsettled, 
and  persons  who  cannot  or  will  not  read  large 

1  Shelley,  '  Alastor.'  2  Ibid. 

3  '  The  wit  and  mind  of  man,  if  it  work  upon  matter,  .  .  . 
worketh  according  to  the  stuff ;  .  .  .  but  if  it  work  upon  itself 
.  .  .  then  it  ...  brings  forth  indeed  cobwebs  of  learning  admir- 
able for  the  fineness  of  thread  and  work,  but  of  no  substance  or 
profit.' — Bacon  :  Advancement  of  Learning,  i.  iv.  5. 
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treatises  have  thoughts  in  their  minds  and  inquiries 
in  their  hearts,  suggests  to  those  who  are  accus- 
tomed to  it  the  absence  elsewhere  of  what  is  neces- 
sarily one  of  its  most  distinctive  and  prominent 
subjects.  The  desire  to  attain  a  belief,  which  has 
become  one  of  the  most  familiar  sentiments  of 
heroes  and  heroines,  would  have  seemed  utterly 
incongruous  to  the  plain  sagacity  of  Scott,  and 
also  to  his  old-fashioned  art.  Creeds  are  data  in 
his  novels  ;  people  have  different  creeds,  but  each 
keeps  his  own.  Some  persons  will  think  that  this 
is  not  altogether  amiss ;  nor  do  we  particularly 
wish  to  take  up  the  defence  of  the  dogmatic  novel. 
Nevertheless,  it  will  strike  those  who  are  accus- 
tomed to  the  youthful  generation  of  a  cultivated 
time  that  the  passion  of  intellectual  inquiry  is 
one  of  the  strongest  impulses  in  many  of  them, 
and  one  of  those  which  give  the  predominant  colour- 
ing to  the  conversation  and  exterior  mind  of  many 
more.  And  a  novelist  will  not  exercise  the  most 
potent  influence  over  those  subject  to  that  passion, 
if  he  entirely  omit  the  delineation  of  it.  Scott's 
works  have  only  one  merit  in  this  relation  :  they 
are  an  excellent  rest  to  those  who  have  felt  this 
passion,  and  have  had  something  too  much  of  it. 

The  same  indisposition  to  the  abstract  exercises 
of  the  intellect  shows  itself  in  the  reflective  portions 
of  Scott's  novels,  and  perhaps  contributes  to  their 
popularity  with  that  immense  majority  of  the  world 
who  strongly  share  in  that  same  indisposition : 
it  prevents,  however,  their  having  the  most  powerful 
intellectual  influence  on  those  who  have  at  any  time 
of  their  lives  voluntarily  submitted  themselves  to 
this  acute  and  refining  discipline.  The  reflections 
of  a  practised  thinker  have  a  peculiar  charm,  like 
the  last  touches  of  the  accomplished  artist.  The 
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cunning  exactitude  of  the  professional  hand  leaves 
a  trace  in  the  very  language.  A  nice  discrimination 
of  thought  makes  men  solicitous  of  the  most  apt 
expressions  to  diffuse  their  thoughts.  Both  words 
and  meaning  gain  a  metallic  brilliancy,  like  the 
glittering  precision  of  the  pure  Attic  air.  Scott's 
is  a  healthy  and  genial  world  of  reflection,  but  it 
wants  the  charm  of  delicate  exactitude. 

The  same  limitation  of  Scott's  genius  shows  itself 
in  a  very  different  portion  of  art — in  his  delineation 
of  his  heroines.  The  same  blunt  sagacity  of  imagina- 
tion which  fitted  him  to  excel  in  the  rough  description 
of  obvious  life,  rather  unfitted  him  for  delineating 
the  less  substantial  essence  of  the  female  character. 
The  nice  minutice  of  society,  by  means  of  which 
female  novelists  have  been  so  successful  in  delineating 
their  own  sex,  were  rather  too  small  for  his  robust 
and  powerful  mind.  Perhaps,  too,  a  certain  un- 
worldliness  of  imagination  is  necessary  to  enable 
men  to  comprehend  or  delineate  that  essence : 
unworldliness  of  life  is  no  doubt  not  requisite  ;  rather, 
perhaps,  worldliness  is  necessary  to  the  acquisition 
of  a  sufficient  experience.  But  an  absorption 
in  the  practical  world  does  not  seem  favourable 
to  a  comprehension  of  anything  which  does  not 
precisely  belong  to  it.  Its  interests  are  too  engross- 
ing ;  its  excitements  too  keen  ;  it  modifies  the  fancy, 
and  in  the  change  unfits  it  for  everything  else. 

Something,  too,  in  Scott's  character  and  history 
made  it  more  difficult  for  him  to  give  a  representation 
of  women  than  of  men.  Goethe  used  to  say  that 
his  idea  of  woman  was  not  drawn  from  his  experience, 
but  that  it  came  to  him  before  experience,  and  that 
he  explained  his  experience  by  a  reference  to  it.1 
And  though  this  is  a  German,  and  not  very  happy, 

1  Cf.  Conversations  with  Eckermann  and  Soret,  22nd  Oct.  1828. 
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form  of  expression,  yet  it  appears  to  indicate  a  very 
important  distinction.  Some  efforts  of  the  imagina- 
tion are  made  so  early  in  life,  just  as  it  were  at  the 
dawn  of  the  conscious  faculties,  that  we  are  never 
able  to  fancy  ourselves  as  destitute  of  them.  They 
are  part  of  the  mental  constitution  with  which,  so 
to  speak,  we  awoke  to  existence.  These  are  always 
far  more  firm,  vivid,  and  definite,  than  any  other 
images  of  our  fancy ;  and  we  apply  them,  half 
unconsciously,  to  any  facts  and  sentiments  and 
actions  which  may  occur  to  us  later  in  life,  whether 
arising  from  within  or  thrust  upon  us  from  the 
outward  world.  Goethe  doubtless  meant  that  the 
idea  of  the  female  character  was  to  him  one  of  these 
first  elements  of  imagination ;  not  a  thing  puzzled 
out,  or  which  he  remembered  having  conceived,  but 
a  part  of  the  primitive  conceptions  which,  being 
coeval  with  his  memory,  seemed  inseparable  from  his 
consciousness. 

The  descriptions  of  women  likely  to  be  given 
by  this  sort  of  imagination  will  probably  be  the  best 
descriptions.  A  mind  which  would  arrive  at  this 
idea  of  the  female  character  by  this  process,  and  so 
early, -would  be  one  obviously  of  more  than  usual 
susceptibility.  The  early  imagination  does  not 
commonly  take  this  direction  ;  it  thinks  most  of 
horses  and  lances,  tournaments  and  knights  ;  only 
a  mind  with  an  unusual  and  instinctive  tendency  to 
this  kind  of  thought  would  be  borne  thither  so  early 
or  so  effectually.  And  even  independently  of  this 
probable  peculiarity  of  the  individual,  the  primitive 
imagination  in  general  is  likely  to  be  the  most  accurate 
which  men  can  form  ;  not,  of  course,  of  the  external 
manifestations  and  detailed  manners,  but  of  the 
inner  sentiment  and  characteristic  feeling  of  women. 
The  early  imagination  conceives  what  it  does  con- 
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ceive  very  justly ;  fresh  from  the  facts,  stirred  by 
the  new  aspect  of  things,  undimmed  by  the  daily 
passage  of  constantly  forgotten  images,  not  misled 
by  the  irregular  analogies  of  a  dislocated  life, — the 
early  mind  sees  what  it  does  see  with  a  spirit  and  an 
intentness  never  given  to  it  again. 

A  mind  like  Goethe's,  of  very  strong  imagination, 
aroused  at  the  earliest  age, — not  of  course  by  passions, 
but  by  an  unusual  strength  in  that  undefined  longing 
which  is  the  prelude  to  our  passions, — will  form  the 
best  idea  of  the  inmost  female  nature  which  masculine 
nature  can  form.  [There  is  evident  difference  between] 1 
the  characters  of  women  formed  by  Goethe's  imagina- 
tion or  Shakespeare's,  and  those  formed  by  such  an 
imagination  as  that  of  Scott.  The  latter  seem  so 
external.  We  have  traits,  features,  manners  ;  we 
know  the  heroine  as  she  appeared  in  the  street ;  in 
some  degree  we  know  how  she  talked,  but  we  never 
know  how  she  felt — least  of  all  what  she  was  :  we 
always  feel  there  is  a  world  behind,  unanalysed, 
unrepresented,  which  we  cannot  attain  to.  Such  a 
character  as  Margaret  in  Faust  is  known  to  us  to 
the  very  soul ;  so  is  Imogen ;  so  is  Ophelia.  Edith 
Bellenden,  Flora  Macivor,  Miss  Wardour,2  are  young 
ladies  who,  we  are  told,  were  good-looking,  and 
well  dressed  (according  to  the  old  fashion),  and 
sensible  ;  but  we  feel  we  know  but  very  little  of 
them,  and  they  do  not  haunt  our  imaginations. 

The  failure  of  Scott  in  this  line  of  art  is  more 
conspicuous  because  he  had  not  in  any  remarkable 
degree  the  later  experience  of  female  detail  with 
which  some  minds  have  endeavoured  to  supply  the 
want  of  the  early  essential  imagination,  and  which 
Goethe  possessed  in  addition  to  it.  It  was  rather 

1  Substituted  for  '  The  trace  is  evident  in,'  etc. 

2  la  Old  Mortality,  Waverley,  and  The  Antiquary. 
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late,  according  to  his  biographer,  before  Scott  set 
up  for  '  a  squire  of  dames  ;  '  he  was  a  '  lame  young 
man,  very  enthusiastic  about  ballad  poetry ;  '  he 
was  deeply  in  love  with  a  young  lady,  supposed  to  be 
imaginatively  represented  by  Flora  Macivor,  but  he 
was  unsuccessful.  It  would  be  over-ingenious  to 
argue,  from  his  failing  in  a  single  love-affair,  that  he 
had  no  peculiar  interest  in  young  ladies  in  general ; 
but  the  whole  description  of  his  youth  shows  that 
young  ladies  exercised  over  him  a  rather  more 
divided  influence  than  is  usual.  Other  pursuits 
intervened,  much  more  than  is  common  with  persons 
of  the  imaginative  temperament,  and  he  never  led 
the  life  of  flirtation  from  which  Goethe  believed 
that  he  derived  so  much  instruction. 

Scott's  heroines,  therefore,  are,  not  unnaturally, 
faulty,  since  from  a  want  of  the  very  peculiar 
instinctive  imagination  he  could  not  give  us  the 
essence  of  women,  and  from  the  habits  of  his  life 
he  could  not  delineate  to  us  their  detailed  life  with 
the  appreciative  accuracy  of  habitual  experience. 
Jeanie  Deans 1  is  probably  the  best  of  his  heroines, 
and  she  is  so  because  she  is  the  least  of  a  heroine. 
The  plain  matter-of-fact  element  in  the  peasant- 
girl's  life  and  circumstances  suited  a  robust  imagina- 
tion. There  is  little  in  the  part  of  her  character 
that  is  very  finely  described  which  is  characteristically 
feminine.  She  is  not  a  masculine,  but  she  is  an 
epicene  heroine.  Her  love-affair  with  Butler,  a 
single  remarkable  scene  excepted,  is  rather  common- 
place than  otherwise. 

A  similar  criticism  might  be  applied  to  Scott's 
heroes.  Every  one  feels  how  commonplace  they 
are — Waverley  excepted,  whose  very  vacillation  gives 
him  a  sort  of  character.  They  have  little  personality. 

1  In  The  Heart  of  Mid-Lothian. 
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They  are  all  of  the  same  type  ; — excellent  young 
men — rather  strong — able  to  ride  and  climb  and 
jump.  They  are  always  said  to  be  sensible,  and 
bear  out  the  character  by  being  not  unwilling  some- 
times to  talk  platitudes.  But  we  know  nothing 
of  their  inner  life.  They  are  said  to  be  in  love  ; 
but  we  have  no  special  account  of  their  individual 
sentiments.  People  show  their  character  in  their 
love  more  than  in  anything  else.  These  young 
gentlemen  all  love  in  the  same  way — in  the  vague 
commonpace  way  of  this  world.  We  have  no 
sketch  or  dramatic  expression  of  the  life  within. 
Their  souls  are  quite  unknown  to  us.  If  there  is 
an  exception,  it  is  Edgar  Ravenswood.1  But  if  we 
look  closely,  we  may  observe  that  the  notion  which 
we  obtain  of  his  character,  unusually  broad  as  it  is, 
is  not  a  notion  of  him  in  his  capacity  of  hero,  but  in 
his  capacity  of  distressed  peer.  His  proud  poverty 
gives  a  distinctness  which  otherwise  his  lineaments 
would  not  have.  We  think  little  of  his  love  ;  we 
think  much  of  his  narrow  circumstances  and  com- 
pressed haughtiness. 

The  same  exterior  delineation  of  character  shows 
itself  in  [Scott's]  treatment  of  men's  religious  nature. 
A  novelist  is  scarcely,  in  the  notion  of  ordinary  readers, 
bound  to  deal  with  this  at  all ;  if  he  does,  it  will  be 
one  of  his  great  difficulties  to  indicate  it  graphically, 
yet  without  dwelling  on  it.  Men  who  purchase 
a  novel  do  not  wish  a  stone  or  a  sermon.  All 
lengthened  reflections  must  be  omitted ;  the  whole 
armoury  of  pulpit  eloquence.  But  no  delineation 
of  human  nature  can  be  considered  complete  which 
omits  to  deal  with  man  in  relation  to  the  questions 
which  occupy  him  as  a  man,  with  his  convictions  as 
to  the  theory  of  the  universe  and  his  own  destiny ; 

1  In  The  Bride  of  Lammermoor. 
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the  human  heart  throbs  on  few  subjects  with  a  passion 
so  intense,  so  peculiar,  and  so  typical.  From  an 
artistic  view,  it  is  a  blunder  to  omit  an  element  which 
is  so  characteristic  of  human  life,  which  contributes 
so  much  to  its  animation,  and  which  is  so  picturesque. 
A  reader  of  a  more  simple  mind,  little  apt  to  indulge 
in  such  criticism,  feels  '  a  want  of  depth/  as  he  would 
speak,  in  delineations  from  which  so  large  an  element 
of  his  own  most  passionate  and  deepest  nature  is 
omitted. 

It  can  hardly  be  said  that  there  is  an  omission  of 
the  religious  nature  in  Scott.  But,  at  the  same 
time,  there  is  no  adequate  delineation  of  it.  If  we 
refer  to  the  facts  of  his  life,  and  the  view  of  his 
character  which  we  collect  from  them,  we  shall 
find  that  his  religion  was  of  a  qualified  and  double 
sort.  He  was  a  genial  man  of  the  world,  and  had  the 
easy  faith  in  the  kindly  Dieu  des  bonnes  gens,1  which 
is  natural  to  such  a  person  ;  and  he  had  also  a  half- 
poetic  principle  of  superstition  in  his  nature,  inclining 
him  to  believe  in  ghosts,  legends,  fairies,  and  elves, 
which  did  not  affect  his  daily  life,  or  possibly  his 
superficial  belief,  but  was  nevertheless  very  con- 
stantly present  to  his  fancy,  and  which  affected,  as 
is  the  constitution  of  human  nature,  by  that  fre- 
quency, the  indefined,  half-expressed,  inexpressible 
feelings  which  are  at  the  root  of  that  belief.  Super- 
stition as  a  kind  of  Jacobitism  in  his  religion  : 
as  a  sort  of  absurd  reliance  on  the  hereditary  principle 
modified  insensibly  his  leanings  in  the  practical 
world,  so  a  belief  in  the  existence  of  unevidenced, 
and  often  absurd,  supernatural  beings  qualified  his 
commonest  speculations  on  the  higher  world. 
Both  these  elements  may  be  thought  to  enter  into 
the  highest  religion ;  there  is  a  principle  of  cheer- 

1  From  title  of  poem  by  B6ranger. 
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fulness  which  will  justify  in  its  measure  a  genial 
enjoyment,  and  also  a  principle  of  fear  which  those 
who  think  only  of  that  enjoyment  will  deem  super- 
stition, and  which  will  really  become  superstition 
in  the  over-anxious  and  credulous  acceptor  of  it. 
But  in  a  true  religion  these  two  elements  will  be  com- 
bined. The  character  of  God  images  itself  very 
imperfectly  in  any  human  soul ;  but  in  the  highest  it 
images  itself  as  a  whole  ;  it  leaves  an  abiding  impres- 
sion which  will  justify  anxiety  and  allow  of  happi- 
ness. The  highest  aim  of  the  religious  novelist 
would  be  to  show  how  this  operates  in  human  char- 
acter ;  to  exhibit  in  their  curious  modification  our 
religious  love,  and  also  our  religious  fear. 

In  the  novels  of  Scott  the  two  elements  appear  in 
a  state  of  separation,  as  they  did  in  his  own  mind. 
We  have  the  superstition  of  the  peasantry  in  The 
Antiquary,  in  Guy  Manner  ing,  everywhere  almost  ; 
we  have  likewise  a  pervading  tone  of  genial  easy 
reflection  characteristic  of  the  man  of  the  world 
who  produced,  and  agreeable  to  the  people  of  the 
world  who  read,  these  works.  But  we  have  no 
picture  of  the  two  in  combination.  We  are  scarcely 
led  to  think  on  the  subject  at  all,  so  much  do  other 
subjects  distract  our  interest ;  but,  if  we  do  think, 
we  are  puzzled  at  the  contrast.  We  do  not  know 
which  is  true,  the  uneasy  belief  of  superstition,  or 
the  easy  satisfaction  of  the  world  ;  we  waver  between 
the  two,  and  have  no  suggestion  even  hinted  to  us 
of  the  possibility  of  a  reconciliation. 

The  character  of  the  Puritans  certainly  did  not 
in  general  embody  such  a  reconciliation,  but  it  might 
have  been  made  by  a  sympathising  artist  the  vehicle 
for  a  delineation  of  a  struggle  after  it.  The  two 
elements  of  love  and  fear  ranked  side  by  side  in 
their  minds  with  an  intensity  whch  is  rare  even  in 
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minds  that  feel  only  one  of  them.  The  delineation 
of  Scott  is  amusing,  but  superficial.  He  caught 
the  ludicrous  traits  which  tempt  the  mirthful  im- 
agination, but  no  other  side  of  the  character  pleased 
him.  The  man  of  the  world  was  displeased  with  their 
obstinate  interfering  zeal ;  their  intensity  of  faith 
was  an  opposition  force  in  the  old  Scots  polity,  of 
which  he  liked  to  fancy  the  harmonious  working. 
They  were  superstitious  enough ;  but  nobody  likes 
other  people's  superstitions.  Scott's  were  of  a 
wholly  different  kind.  He  made  no  difficulty  as 
to  the  observance  of  Christmas  Day,  and  would 
have  eaten  potatoes  without  the  faintest  scruple, 
although  their  name  does  not  occur  in  Scripture. 

Doubtless  also  his  residence  in  the  land  of  Puri- 
tanism did  not  incline  him  to  give  anything  except 
a  satirical  representation  of  that  belief.  You  must 
not  expect  from  a  Dissenter  a  faithful  appreciation 
of  the  creed  from  which  he  dissents.  You  cannot 
be  impartial  on  the  religion  of  the  place  in  which 
you  live ;  you  may  believe  it,  or  you  may  dislike  it ; 
it  crosses  your  path  in  too  many  forms  for  you  to  be 
able  to  look  at  it  with  equanimity.  Scott  had  rather 
a  rigid  form  of  Puritanism  forced  upon  him  in  his 
infancy  ;  it  is  asking  too  much  to  expect  him  to  be 
partial  to  it.  The  aspect  of  religion  which  Scott 
delineates  best  is  that  which  appears  in  griefs, 
especially  in  the  grief  of  strong  characters.  His 
strong  natural  nature  felt  the  power  of  death.  He 
has  given  us  many  pictures  of  rude  and  simple  men 
subdued,  if  only  for  a  moment,  into  devotion  by 
its  presence. 

On  the  whole,  and  speaking  roughly,  these  defects 
in  the  delineation  which  Scott  has  given  us  of  human 
life  are  but  two.  He  omits  to  give  us  a  delineation 
of  the  soul.  We  have  mind,  manners,  animation, 
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but  it  is  the  stir  of  this  world.  We  miss  the  conse- 
crating power  ;  and  we  miss  it  not  only  in  its  own 
peculiar  sphere,  which,  from  the  difficulty  of  intro- 
ducing the  deepest  elements  into  a  novel,  would 
have  been  scarcely  matter  for  a  harsh  criticism,  but 
in  the  place  in  which  a  novelist  might  most  be 
expected  to  delineate  it.  There  are  perhaps  such 
things  as  the  love-affairs  of  immortal  beings,  but  no 
one  would  learn  it  from  Scott.  His  heroes  and 
heroines  are  well  dressed  for  this  world,  but  not  for 
another  ;  there  is  nothing  even  in  their  love  which 
is  suitable  for  immortality.  As  has  been  noticed, 
Scott  also  omits  any  delineation  of  the  abstract 
unworldly  intellect.  This  too  might  not  have 
been  so  severe  a  reproach,  considering  its  undramatic, 
unanimated  nature,  if  it  had  stood  alone  ;  but,  taken 
in  connection  with  the  omission  which  we  have 
just  spoken  of,  it  is  most  important.  As  the  union 
of  sense  and  romance  makes  the  world  of  Scott  so 
characteristically  agreeable, — a  fascinating  picture 
of  this  world  in  the  light  in  which  we  like  best  to 
dwell  on  it ;  so  the  deficiency  in  the  attenuated, 
striving  intellect,  as  well  as  in  the  supernatural  soul, 
gives  to  the  '  world '  of  Scott  the  cumbrousness 
and  temporality — in  short,  the  materialism — which 
is  characteristic  of  the  world. 

We  have  dwelt  so  much  on  what  we  think  are  the 
characteristic  features  of  Scott's  imaginative  repre- 
sentations, that  we  have  left  ourselves  no  room  to 
criticise  the  two  most  natural  points  of  criticism  in  a 
novelist — plot  and  style.  This  is  not,  however,  so  im- 
portant in  Scott's  case  as  it  would  commonly  be.  He 
used  to  say  it  was  of  no  use  having  a  plot ;  you  could 
not  keep  to  it.  He  modified  and  changed  his  thread 
of  story  from  day  to  day, — sometimes  even  from 
bookselling  reasons,  and  on  the  suggestion  of  others. 
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An  elaborate  work  of  narrative  art  could  not  be 
produced  in  this  way,  every  one  will  concede ;  the 
highest  imagination,  able  to  look  far  over  the  work, 
is  necessary  for  that  task.  But  the  plots  produced, 
so  to  say,  by  the  pen  of  the  writer  as  he  passes  over 
the  events  are  likely  to  have  a  freshness  and  a 
suitableness  to  those  events,  which  is  not  possessed 
by  the  inferior  writers  who  make  up  a  mechanical 
plot  before  they  commence. 

The  procedure  of  the  highest  genius  doubtless  is 
scarcely  a  procedure  :  the  view  of  the  whole  story 
comes  at  once  upon  its  imagination  like  the  delicate 
end  and  the  distinct  beginning  of  some  long  vista. 
But  all  minds  do  not  possess  the  highest  mode  of  con- 
ception ;  and  among  lower  modes,  it  is  doubtless 
better  to  possess  the  vigorous  fancy  which  creates 
each  separate  scene  in  succession  as  it  goes,  than  the 
pedantic  intellect  which  designs  everything  long 
before  it  is  wanted.  There  is  a  play  in  unconscious 
creation  which  no  voluntary  elaboration  and  precon- 
ceived fitting  of  distinct  ideas  can  ever  hope  to 
produce.  If  the  whole  cannot  be  created  by  one 
bounding  effort,  it  is  better  that  each  part  should  be 
created  separately  and  in  detail. 

The  style  of  Scott  would  deserve  the  highest 
praise  if  M.  Thiers  could  establish  his  theory  of 
narrative  language.  He  maintains  that  a  historian's 
language  approaches  perfection  in  proportion  as  it 
aptly  communicates  what  is  meant  to  be  narrated 
without  drawing  any  attention  to  itself.  Scott's 
style  fulfils  this  condition.  Nobody  rises  from  his 
works  without  a  most  vivid  idea  of  what  is  related, 
and  no  one  is  able  to  quote  a  single  phrase  in  which 
it  has  been  narrated. 

We  are  inclined,  however,  to  differ  from  the  great 
French  historian,  and  to  oppose  to  him  a  theory 
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derived  from  a  very  different  writer.  Coleridge  used 
to  maintain  that  all  good  poetry  was  untranslatable 
into  words  of  the  same  language  without  injury  to 
the  sense :  the  meaning  was,  in  his  view,  to  be  so 
inseparably  intertwined  even  with  the  shades  of 
the  language,  that  the  change  of  a  single  expression 
would  make  a  difference  in  the  accompanying  feel- 
ing, if  not  in  the  bare  signification  :  consequently, 
all  good  poetry  must  be  remembered  exactly, — to 
change  a  word  is  to  modify  the  essence. 

Rigidly,  this  theory  can  only  be  applied  to  a  few 
kinds  of  poetry,  or  special  passages  in  which  the 
imagination  is  exerting  itself  to  the  utmost,  and 
collecting  from  the  whole  range  of  associated  lan- 
guage the  very  expressions  which  it  requires.  The 
highest  excitation  of  feeling  is  necessary  to  this 
peculiar  felicity  of  choice.  In  calmer  moments 
the  mind  has  either  a  less  choice,  or  less  acuteness 
of  selective  power.  Accordingly,  in  prose  it  would 
be  absurd  to  expect  any  such  nicety.  Still,  on  great 
occasions  in  imaginative  fiction,  there  should  be 
passages  in  which  the  words  seem  to  cleave  to  the 
matter.  The  excitement  is  as  great  as  in  poetry. 
The  words  should  become  part  of  the  sense.  They 
should  attract  our  attention,  as  this  is  necessary 
to  impress  them  on  the  memory ;  but  they  should 
not  in  so  doing  distract  attention  from  the  meaning 
conveyed.  On  the  contrary,  it  is  their  insepara- 
bility from  their  meaning  which  gives  them  their 
charm  and  their  power.  In  truth,  Scott's  lan- 
guage, like  his  sense,  was  such  as  became  a  bold, 
sagacious  man  of  the  world.  He  used  the  first 
sufficient  words  which  came  uppermost,  and  seems 
hardly  to  have  been  sensible,  even  in  the  works  of 
others,  of  that  exquisite  accuracy  and  inexplicable 
appropriateness  of  which  we  have  been  speaking. 
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To  analyse  in  detail  the  faults  and  merits  of  even 
a  few  of  the  greatest  of  the  Waverley  Novels  would 
be  impossible  in  the  space  at  our  command  on  the 
present  occasion.  We  have  only  attempted  a 
general  account  of  a  few  main  characteristics.  Every 
critic  must,  however,  regret  to  have  to  leave  topics 
so  tempting  to  remark  upon  as  many  of  Scott's 
stories,  and  a  vet  greater  number  of  his  characters. 


CHARLES   DICKENS.1 

IT  must  give  Mr.  Dickens  much  pleasure  to  look  at 
the  collected  series  of  his  writings.2  He  has  told  us 
of  the  beginnings  of  Pickwick.  '  I  was,'  he  relates 
in  what  is  now  the  preface  to  that  work,  '  a  young 
man  of  three-and-twenty,  when  the  present  pub- 
lishers, attracted  by  some  pieces  I  was  at  that  time 
writing  in  the  Morning  Chronicle  newspaper  [or  had 
just  written  in  the  Old  Monthly  Magazine]  (of  which 
one  series  had  lately  been  collected  and  published 
in  two  volumes,  illustrated  by  my  esteemed  friend 
Mr.  George  Cruikshank),  waited  upon  me  to  propose 
a  something  that  should  be  published  in  shilling 
numbers — then  only  known  to  me,  or,  I  believe,  to 
anybody  else,  by  a  dim  recollection  of  certain  inter- 
minable novels  in  that  form,  which  used,  some  five- 
and-twenty  years  ago,  to  be  carried  about  the  country 
by  pedlars,  and  over  some  of  which  I  remember  to 
have  shed  innumerable  tears,  before  I  served  my 
apprenticeship  to  Life. 

'  When  I  opened  my  door  in  Furnival's  Inn  to  the 
managing  partner  who  represented  the  firm,  I  recog- 
nised in  him  the  person  from  whose  hands  I  had 
bought,  two  or  three  years  previously,  and  whom  I 
had  never  seen  before  or  since,  my  first  copy  of  the 
magazine  in  which  rny  first  effusion  .  .  .-—dropped 

1  NATIONAL  REVIEW,  October  1858. 

2  Cheap  Edition  of  the  Works  of  Charles  Dickens.     The  Pickwick 
Papers,  Nicholas  Nickleby,  etc.  London,  1857-8.     Chapman  &  Hall. 
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stealthily  one  evening  at  twilight,  with  fear  and 
trembling,  into  a  dark  letter-box,  in  a  dark  office,  up 
a  dark  court  in  Fleet  Street — appeared  in  all  the  glory 
of  print ;  on  which  occasion,  by  the  bye, — how  well  I 
recollect  it ! — I  walked  down  to  Westminster  Hall,  and 
turned  into  it  for  half  an  hour,  because  my  eyes  were 
so  dimmed  with  joy  and  pride,  that  they  could  not 
bear  the  street,  and  were  not  fit  to  be  seen  there. 
I  told  my  visitor  of  the  coincidence,  which  we  both 
hailed  as  a  good  omen  ;  and  so  fell  to  business.1 

After  such  a  beginning,  there  must  be  great  enjoy- 
ment in  looking  at  the  long  series  of  closely  printed 
green  volumes,  in  remembering  their  marvellous 
popularity,  in  knowing  that  they  are  a  familiar 
literature  wherever  the  English  language  is  spoken, — 
that  they  are  read  with  admiring  appreciation  by 
persons  of  the  highest  culture  at  the  centre  of  civilisa- 
tion,— that  they  amuse,  and  are  fit  to  amuse,  the 
roughest  settler  in  Vancouver's  Island. 

The  penetrating  power  of  this  remarkable  genius 
among  all  classes  at  home  is  not  inferior  to  its 
diffusive  energy  abroad.  The  phrase  '  household 
book  '  has,  when  applied  to  the  works  of  Mr.  Dickens, 
a  peculiar  propriety.  There  is  no  contemporary 
English  writer  whose  works  are  read  so  generally 
through  the  whole  house,  who  can  give  pleasure  to 
the  servants  as  well  as  to  the  mistress,  to  the  children 
as  well  as  to  the  master.  Mr.  Thackeray  without 
doubt  exercises  a  more  potent  and  plastic  fascination 
within  his  sphere,  but  that  sphere  is  limited.  It  is 
restricted  to  that  part  of  the  middle  class  which 
gazes  inquisitively  at  the  '  Vanity  Fair '  world. 
The  delicate  touches  of  our  great  satirist  have,  for 
such  readers,  not  only  the  charm  of  wit,  but  likewise 
the  interest  of  valuable  information ;  he  tells  them 
of  the  topics  which  they  want  to  know.  But  below 
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this  class  there  is  another  and  far  larger,  which  is 
incapable  of  comprehending  the  idling  world,  or  of 
appreciating  the  accuracy  of  delineations  drawn 
from  it, — which  would  not  know  the  difference 
between  a  picture  of  Grosvenor  Square  by  Mr. 
Thackeray  and  the  picture  of  it  in  a  Minerva-Press 
novel, — which  only  cares  for  or  knows  of  its  own 
multifarious,  industrial,  fig-selling  world, — and  over 
these  also  Mr.  Dickens  has  power. 

It  cannot  be  amiss  to  take  this  opportunity  of 
investigating,  even  slightly,  the  causes  of  so  great  a 
popularity.  And  if,  in  the  course  of  our  article,  we 
may  seem  to  be  ready  with  over-refining  criticism, 
or  to  be  unduly  captious  with  theoretical  objection, 
we  hope  not  to  forget  that  so  great  and  so  diffused 
an  influence  is  a  datum  for  literary  investigation, — 
that  books  which  have  been  thus  tried  upon  mankind 
and  have  thus  succeeded,  must  be  books  of  immense 
genius, — and  that  it  is  our  duty  as  critics  to  explain, 
as  far  as  we  can,  the  nature  of  the  limits  of  that 
genius,  but  never  for  one  moment  to  deny  or  question 
its  existence. 

Men  of  genius  may  be  divided  into  regular  and 
irregular.  Certain  minds,  the  moment  we  think  of 
them,  suggest  to  us  the  ideas  of  symmetry  and 
proportion.  Plato's  name,  for  example,  calls  up  at 
once  the  impression  of  something  ordered,  measured, 
and  settled  :  it  is  the  exact  contrary  of  everything 
eccentric,  immature,  or  undeveloped.  The  opinions 
of  such  a  mind  are  often  erroneous,  and  some  of 
them  may,  from  change  of  time,  of  intellectual  data, 
or  from  chance,  seem  not  to  be  quite  worthy  of  it ; 
but  the  mode  in  which  those  opinions  are  expressed, 
and  (as  far  as  we  can  make  it  out)  the  mode  in  which 
they  are  framed,  affect  us,  as  we  have  said,  with  a 
sensation  of  symmetricalness.  It  is  not  very  easy 
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to  define  exactly  to  what  peculiar  internal  character- 
istic this  external  effect  is  due  :  the  feeling  is  distinct, 
but  the  cause  is  obscure ;  it  lies  hid  in  the  peculiar 
constitution  of  great  minds,  and  we  should  not 
wonder  that  it  is  not  very  easy  either  to  conceive  or 
to  describe.  On  the  whole,  however,  the  effect  seems  to 
be  produced  by  a  peculiar  proportionateness,  in  each 
instance,  of  the  mind  to  the  tasks  which  it  undertakes, 
amid  which  we  see  it,  and  by  which  we  measure  it. 

Thus  we  feel  that  the  powers  and  tendencies  of 
Plato's  mind  and  nature  were  more  fit  than  those  of 
any  other  philosopher  for  the  due  consideration 
and  exposition  of  the  highest  problems  of  philosophy, 
of  the  doubts  and  difficulties  which  concern  man  as 
man.  His  genius  was  measured  to  its  element  ; 
any  change  would  mar  the  delicacy  of  the  thought, 
or  the  polished  accuracy  of  the  expression.  The 
weapon  was  fitted  to  its  aim.  Every  instance  of 
proportionateness  does  not,  however,  lead  us  to 
attribute  this  peculiar  symmetry  to  the  whole  mind 
we  are  observing.  The  powers  must  not  only  be 
suited  to  the  task  undertaken,  but  the  task  itself 
must  also  be  suited  to  a  human  being,  and  employ 
all  the  marvellous  faculties  with  which  he  is  endowed. 
The  neat  perfection  of  such  a  mind  as  Talleyrand's 
is  the  antithesis  to  the  symmetry  of  genius  ;  the 
niceties  neither  of  diplomacy  nor  of  conversation 
give  scope  to  the  entire  powers  of  a  great  nature. 
We  may  lay  down  as  the  condition  of  a  regular  or 
symmetrical  genius,  that  it  should  have  the  exact 
combination  of  powers  suited  to  graceful  and  easy 
success  in  an  exercise  of  mind  great  enough  to  task 
the  whole  intellectual  nature. 

On  the  other  hand,  men  of  irregular  or  unsym- 
metrical  genius  are  eminent  either  for  some  one  or 
some  few  peculiarities  of  mind,  have  possibly  special 
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defects  on  other  sides  of  their  intellectual  nature, 
at  any  rate  want  what  the  scientific  men  of  the 
present  day  would  call  the  definite  proportion  of 
faculties  and  qualities  suited  to  the  exact  work  they 
have  in  hand.  The  foundation  of  many  criticisms 
of  Shakespeare  is,  that  he  is  deficient  in  this  peculiar 
proportion.  His  overteeming  imagination  gives 
at  times,  and  not  unfrequently,  a  great  feeling  of 
irregularity  :  there  seems  to  be  confusion.  We  have 
the  tall  trees  of  the  forest,  the  majestic  creations 
of  the  highest  genius  ;  but  we  have,  besides,  a  bushy 
second  growth,  an  obtrusion  of  secondary  images 
and  fancies,  which  prevent  our  taking  an  exact 
measure  of  such  grandeur.  We  have  not  the  sensa- 
tion of  intense  simplicity,  which  must  probably 
accompany  the  highest  conceivable  greatness.  Such 
is  also  the  basis  of  Mr.  Hallam's  criticism  on  Shake- 
speare's language,1  which  Mr.  Arnold  has  lately 
revived.2  '  His  expression  is  often  faulty,'  because 
his  illustrative  imagination,  somewhat  predominating 
over  his  other  faculties,  diffuses  about  the  main 
expression  a  supplement  of  minor  metaphors  which 
sometimes  distract  the  comprehension,  and  almost 
always  deprive  his  style  of  the  charm  that  arises 
from  undeviating  directness.  Doubtless  this  is  an 
instance  of  the  very  highest  kind  of  irregular  genius, 
in  which  all  the  powers  exist  in  the  mind  in  a  very 
high,  and  almost  all  of  them  in  the  very  highest 

1  Introduction  to  the  Literature  of  Europe,  part  ii.  chap.  vi. 

2  We  must  never  forget  that  Shakespeare  is  the  great  poet  he 
is,  ...  not  from,  his  gift  of  expression,  which  rather  even  leads 
him  astray,  degenerating  sometimes  into  a  fondness  for  curiosity 
of  expression,  into  an  irritability  of  fancy,  which  seems  to  make 
it  impossible  for  him  to  say  a  thing  plainly,  even  when  the  press 
of  the  action  demands  the  very  directest  language,  or  its  level 
character    the    very    simplest.     Mr.    Hallam  .  .  .  has    had    the 
courage  to  remark  how  extremely  and  faultily  difficult  Shakespeare's 
language   often    is.  .  .  .' — Preface   to   Matthew  Arnold's  Poems: 
(1853),  p.  xix. 
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measure,  but  in  which  from  a  slight  excess  in  a 
single  one,  the  charm  of  proportion  is  lessened.  The 
most  ordinary  cases  of  irregular  genius  are  those  in 
which  single  faculties  are  abnormally  developed, 
and  call  off  the  attention  from  all  the  rest  of  the  mind 
by  their  prominence  and  activity.  Literature,  as 
the  '  fragment  of  fragments,'  is  so  full  of  the  frag- 
ments of  such  minds  that  it  is  needless  to  specify 
instances. 

Possibly  it  may  be  laid  down  that  one  of  two 
elements  is  essential  to  a  symmetrical  mind.  It  is 
evident  that  such  a  mind  must  either  apply  itself 
to  that  which  is  theoretical  or  that  which  is  practical, 
to  the  world  of  abstraction  or  to  the  world  of  objects 
and  realities.  In  the  former  case  the  deductive 
understanding,  which  masters  first  principles,  and 
makes  deductions  from  them,  the  thin  ether  of  the 
intellect, — the  '  mind  itself  by  itself/ — must  evi- 
dently assume  a  great  prominence.  To  attempt 
to  comprehend  principles  without  it,  is  to  try  to  swim 
without  arms,  or  to  fly  without  wings.  Accordingly, 
in  the  mind  of  Plato,  and  in  others  like  him,  the 
abstract  and  deducing  understanding  fills  a  great 
place  ;  the  imagination  seems  a  kind  of  eye  to  descry 
its  data ;  the  artistic  instinct,  an  arranging  impulse 
which  sets  in  order  its  inferences  and  conclusions. 

On  the  other  hand,  if  a  symmetrical  mind  busy 
itself  with  the  active  side  of  human  life,  with  the 
world  of  concrete  men  and  real  things,  its  principal 
quality  will  be  a  practical  sagacity,  which  forms 
with  ease  a  distinct  view  and  just  appreciation  of  all 
the  mingled  objects  that  the  world  presents, — 
which  allots  to  each  its  own  place,  and  its  intrinsic 
and  appropriate  rank.  Possibly  no  mind  gives 
such  an  idea  of  this  sort  of  symmetry  as  Chaucer's. 
Everything  in  it  seems  in  its  place.  A  healthy 
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sagacious  man  of  the  world  has  gone  through  the 
world ;  he  loves  it,  and  knows  it ;  he  dwells  on  it 
with  a  fond  appreciation  ;  every  object  of  the  old 
life  of  '  merry  England '  seems  to  fall  into  its  precise 
niche  in  his  ordered  and  symmetrical  comprehension. 
The  prologue  to  the  Canterbury  Tales  is  in  itself 
a  series  of  memorial  tablets  to  mediaeval  society  ; 
each  class  has  its  tomb,  and  each  its  apt  inscription. 
A  man  without  such  an  apprehensive  and  broad 
sagacity  must  fail  in  every  extensive  delineation 
of  various  life  ;  he  might  attempt  to  describe  what 
he  did  not  penetrate,  or,  if  by  a  rare  discretion  he 
avoided  that  mistake,  his  works  would  want  the 
binding  element ;  he  would  be  deficient  in  that  distinct 
sense  of  relation  and  combination  which  is  necessary 
for  the  depiction  of  the  whole  of  life,  which  gives 
to  it  unity  at  first,  and  imparts  to  it  a  mass  in  the 
memory  ever  afterwards.  And  eminence  in  one  or 
other  of  these  marking  faculties— either  in  the 
deductive  abstract  intellect,  or  the  practical  seeing 
sagacity — seems  essential  to  the  mental  constitution 
of  a  symmetrical  genius,  at  least  in  man. 

There  are,  after  all,  but  two  principal  all-important 
spheres  in  human  life — thought  and  action  ;  and 
we  can  hardly  conceive  of  a  masculine  mind  sym- 
metrically developed,  which  did  not  evince  its 
symmetry  by  an  evident  perfection  in  one  or  other 
of  those  pursuits,  which  did  not  leave  the  trace  of 
its  distinct  reflection  upon  the  one,  or  of  its  large 
insight  upon  the  other  of  them.  Possibly  it  may 
be  thought  that  in  the  sphere  of  pure  art  there  may 
be  room  for  a  symmetrical  development  different 
from  these  ;  but  it  will  perhaps  be  found,  on  ex- 
amination of  such  cases,  either  that  under  peculiar 
and  appropriate  disguises  one  of  these  great  qualities 
is  present,  or  that  the  apparent  symmetry  is  the 
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narrow  perfection  of  a  limited  nature,  which  may 
be  most  excellent  in  itself,  as  in  the  stricter  form  of 
sacred  art,  but  which,  as  we  explained,  is  quite 
opposed  to  that  broad  perfection  of  the  thinking 
being,  to  which  we  have  applied  the  name  of  the 
symmetry  of  genius. 

If  this  classification  of'men  of  genius  be  admitted, 
there  can  be  no  hesitation  in  assigning  to  Mr.  Dickens 
his  place  in  it.  His  genius  is  essentially  irregular 
and  unsymmetrical.  Hardly  any  English  writer 
perhaps  is  much  more  so.  His  style  is  an  example 
of  it.  It  is  descriptive,  racy,  and  flowing  ;  it  is 
instinct  with  new  imagery  and  singular  illustration  ; 
but  it  does  not  indicate  that  due  proportion  of  the 
faculties  to  one  another  which  is  a  beauty  in  itself, 
and  which  cannot  help  diffusing  beauty  over  every 
happy  word  and  moulded  clause.  We  may  choose 
an  illustration  at  random.  The  following  graphic 
description  will  do  : — 


'  If  Lord  George  Gordon  had  appeared  in  the  eyes  of  Mr. 
Willet,  overnight,  a  nobleman  of  somewhat  quaint  and  odd 
exterior,  the  impression  was  confirmed  this  morning,  and 
increased  a  hundred-fold.  Sitting  bolt  upright  upon  his 
bony  steed,  with  his  long,  straight  hair  dangling  about  his 
face  and  fluttering  in  the  wind  ;  his  limbs  all  angular  and 
rigid,  his  elbows  stuck  out  on  either  side  ungracefully,  and 
his  whole  frame  jogged  and  shaken  at  every  motion  of  his 
horse's  feet ;  a  more  grotesque  or  more  ungainly  figure  can 
hardly  be  conceived.  In  lieu  of  whip,  he  carried  in  his  hand 
a  great  gold-headed  cane,  as  large  as  any  footman  carries 
in  these  days  ;  and  his  various  modes  of  holding  this  unwieldy 
weapon — now  upright  before  his  face  like  the  sabre  of  a 
horse-soldier,  now  over  his  shoulder  like  a  musket,  now 
between  his  finger  and  thumb,  but  always  in  some  uncouth 
and  awkward  fashion — contributed  in  no  small  degree  to 
the  absurdity  of  his  appearance.  Stiff,  lank,  and  solemn, 
dressed  in  an  unusual  manner,  and  ostentatiously  exhibiting 
— whether  by  design  or  accident — all  his  peculiarities  of 
carriage,  gesture,  and  conduct,  all  the  qualities,  natural 
and  artificial,  in  which  he  differed  from  other  men,  he  might 
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have  moved  the  sternest  looker-on  to  laughter,  and  fully 
provoked  the  smiles  and  whispered  jests  which  greeted  his 
departure  from  the  Maypole  Inn. 

'  Quite  unconscious,  however,  of  the  effect  he  produced, 
he  trotted  on  beside  his  secretary,  talking  to  himself  nearly 
all  the  way,  until  they  came  within  a  mile  or  two  of  London, 
when  now  and  then  some  passenger  went  by  who  knew  him 
by  sight,  and  pointed  him  out  to  some  one  else,  and  perhaps 
stood  looking  after  him,  or  cried  in  jest  or  earnest  as  it  might 
be,  "Hurrah,  Geordie  !  No  Popery  !"  At  which  he  would 
gravely  pull  off  his  hat  and  bow.  When  they  reached  the 
town  and  rode  along  the  streets,  these  notices  became  more 
frequent  ;  some  laughed,  some  hissed,  some  turned  their 
heads  and  smiled,  some  wondered  who  he  was,  some  ran 
along  the  pavement  by  his  side  and  cheered.  When  this 
happened  in  a  crush  of  carts  and  chairs  and  coaches,  he 
would  make  a  dead  stop,  and  pulling  off  his  hat,  cry,  "Gentle- 
men, No  Popery!"  to  which  the  gentlemen  would  respond 
with  lusty  voices,  and  with  three  times  three  ;  and  then  on 
he  would  go  again  with  a  score  or  so  of  the  raggedest  follow- 
ing at  his  horse's  heels,  and  shouting  till  their  throats  were 
parched. 

'  The  old  ladies  too — there  were  a  great  many  old  ladies 
in  the  streets,  and  these  all  knew  him.  Some  of  them — 
not  those  of  the  highest  rank,  but  such  as  sold  fruit  from 
baskets  and  carried  burdens — clapped  their  shrivelled  hands, 
and  raised  a  weazen,  piping,  shrill  "Hurrah,  my  lord." 
Others  waved  their  hands  or  handkerchiefs,  or  shook  their 
fans  or  parasols,  or  threw  up  windows,  and  called  in  haste 
to  those  within  to  come  and  see.  All  these  marks  of  popular 
esteem  he  received  with  profound  gravity  and  respect  ; 
bowing  very  low,  and  so  frequently  that  his  hat  was  more 
off  his  head  than  on  ;  and  looking  up  at  the  houses  as  he 
passed  along,  with  the  air  of  one  who  was  making  a  public 
entry,  and  yet  was  not  puffed-up  or  proud.'  1 

No  one  would  think  of  citing  such  a  passage  as 
this,  as  exemplifying  the  proportioned  beauty  of 
finished  writing  ;  it  is  not  the  writing  of  an  evenly 
developed  or  of  a  highly  cultured  mind  ;  it  abounds 
in  jolts  and  odd  turns  ;  it  is  full  of  singular  twists 
and  needless  complexities  :  but,  on  the  other  hand, 
no  one  can  deny  its  great  and  peculiar  merit.  It  is 
an  odd  style,  and  it  is  very  odd  how  much  you  read 

1  Barnaby  Rudge,  chap,  xxxvii. 
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it.  It  is  the  overflow  of  a  copious  mind,  though 
not  the  chastened  expression  of  a  harmonious 
one. 

The  same  quality  characterises  the  matter  of  his 
works.  His  range  is  very  varied.  He  has  attempted 
to  describe  every  kind  of  scene  in  English  life,  from 
quite  the  lowest  to  almost  the  highest.  He  has  not 
endeavoured  to  secure  success  by  confining  himself 
to  a  single  path,  nor  wearied  the  public  with  repeti- 
tions of  the  subjects  by  the  delineation  of  which  he 
originally  obtained  fame.  In  his  earlier  works  he 
never  writes  long  without  saying  something  well ; 
something  which  no  other  man  would  have  said  ; 
but  even  in  them  it  is  the  characteristic  of  his  power 
that  it  is  apt  to  fail  him  at  once  ;  from  masterly 
strength  we  pass  without  interval  to  almost  infantine 
weakness, — something  like  disgust  succeeds  in  a 
moment  to  an  extreme  admiration.  Such  is  the 
natural  fate  of  an  unequal  mind  employing  itself 
on  a  vast  and  various  subject. 

[In  writing  on  the  Waverley  Novels]  x  we  ventured 
to  make  a  division  of  novels  into  the  ubiquitous — 
it  would  have  been  perhaps  better  to  say  the  mis- 
cellaneous— and  the  sentimental  :  the  first,  as  its 
name  implies,  busying  itself  with  the  whole  of  human 
life,  the  second  restricting  itself  within  a  peculiar 
and  limited  theme.  Mr.  Dickens's  novels  are  all  of 
the  former  class.  They  aim  to  delineate  nearly  all 
that  part  of  our  national  life  which  can  be  delineated, 
— at  least,  within  the  limits  which  social  morality 
prescribes  to  social  art ;  but  you  cannot  read  his 
delineation  of  any  part  without  being  struck  with 
its  singular  incompleteness.  An  artist  once  said  of 
the  best  work  of  another  artist  :  '  Yes,  it  is  a  pretty 
patch.'  If  we  might  venture  on  the  phrase,  we  should 

1  Supra,  p.  113. 
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say  that  Mr.  Dickens's  pictures  were  graphic  scraps  : 
his  best  books  are  compilations  of  them. 

The  truth  is  that  Mr.  Dickens  wholly  wants  the 
two  elements  which  we  have  spoken  of,  as  one  or 
other  requisite  for  a  symmetrical  genius.  He  is 
utterly  deficient  in  the  faculty  of  reasoning.  '  Mamma, 
what  shall  I  think  about  ? '  said  the  small  girl. 
'  My  dear,  don't  think,'  was  the  old-fashioned  reply. 
We  do  not  allege  that  in  the  strict  theory  of  educa- 
tion this  was  a  correct  reply ;  modern  writers  think 
otherwise  ;  but  we  wish  some  one  would  say  it  to 
Mr.  Dickens.  He  is  often  troubled  with  the  idea 
that  he  must  reflect,  and  his  reflections  are  perhaps 
the  worst  reading  in  the  world.  There  is  a  senti- 
mental confusion  about  them  ;  we  never  find  the 
consecutive  precision  of  mature  theory,  or  the  cold 
distinctness  of  clear  thought.  Vivid  facts  stand  out 
in  his  imagination  ;  and  a  fresh  illustrative  style 
brings  them  home  to  the  imagination  of  his  readers  ; 
but  his  continuous  philosophy  utterly  fails  in  the 
attempt  to  harmonise  them, — to  educe  a  theory  or 
elaborate  a  precept  from  them.  Of  his  social  thinking 
we  shall  have  a  few  words  to  say  in  detail ;  his 
didactic  humour  is  very  unfortunate  :  no  writer  is 
less  fitted  for  an  excursion  to  the  imperative  mood. 
At  present,  we  only  say,  what  is  so  obvious  as  scarcely 
to  need  saying,  that  his  abstract  understanding  is 
so  far  inferior  to  his  picturesque  imagination  as  to 
give  even  to  his  best  works  the  sense  of  jar  and  in- 
completeness, and  to  deprive  them  altogether  of  the 
crystalline  finish  which  is  characteristic  of  the  clear 
and  cultured  understanding. 

Nor  has  Mr.  Dickens  the  easy  and  various  sagacity 
which,  as  has  been  said,  gives  a  unity  to  all  which 
it  touches.  He  has,  indeed,  a  quality  which  is  near 
allied  to  it  in  appearance.  His  shrewdness  in  some 
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things,  especially  in  traits  and  small  things,  is  won- 
derful. His  works  are  full  of  acute  remarks  on 
petty  doings,  and  well  exemplify  the  telling  power 
of  minute  circumstantiality.  But  the  minor  species 
of  perceptive  sharpness  is  so  different  from  diffused 
sagacity  that  the  two  scarcely  ever  are  to  be  found 
in  the  same  mind.  There  is  nothing  less  like  the 
great  lawyer,  acquainted  with  broad  principles  and 
applying  them  with  distinct  deduction,  than  the 
attorney's  clerk  who  catches  at  small  points  like  a 
dog  biting  at  flies.  '  Over-sharpness  '  in  the  student 
is  the  most  unpromising  symptom  of  the  logical 
jurist.  You  must  not  ask  a  horse  in  blinkers  for  a 
large  view  of  a  landscape.  In  the  same  way,  a 
detective  ingenuity  in  microscopic  detail  is  of  all 
mental  qualities  most  unlike  the  broad  sagacity 
by  which  the  great  painters  of  human  affairs  have 
unintentionally  stamped  the  mark  of  unity  on  their 
productions.  They  show  by  their  treatment  of  each 
case  that  they  understand  the  whole  of  life ;  the 
special  delineator  of  fragments  and  points  shows 
that  he  understands  them  only.  In  one  respect  the 
defect  is  more  striking  in  Mr.  Dickens  than  in  any 
other  novelist  of  the  present  day. 

The  most  remarkable  deficiency  in  modern  fiction 
is  its  omission  of  the  business  of  life,  of  all  those 
countless  occupations,  pursuits,  and  callings  in 
which  most  men  live  and  move,  and  by  which  they 
have  their  being.  In  most  novels  money  grows. 
You  have  no  idea  of  the  toil,  the  patience,  and  the 
wearing  anxiety  by  which  men  of  action  provide 
for  the  day,  and  lay  up  for  the  future,  and  support 
those  that  are  given  into  their  care.  Mr.  Dickens 
is  not  chargeable  with  this  omission.  He  perpetu- 
ally deals  with  the  pecuniary  part  of  life.  Almost 
all  his  characters  have  determined  occupations, 
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of  which  he  is  apt  to  talk  even  at  too  much  length. 
When  he  rises  from  the  toiling  to  the  luxurious  classes, 
his  genius  in  most  cases  deserts  him.  The  delicate 
refinement  and  discriminating  taste  of  the  idling 
orders  are  not  in  his  way ;  he  knows  the  dry  arches 
of  London  Bridge  better  than  Belgravia.  He  excels 
in  inventories  of  poor  furniture,  and  is  learned  in 
pawnbrokers'  tickets.  But,  although  his  creative 
power  lives  and  works  among  the  middle  class  and 
industrial  section  of  English  society,  he  has  never 
painted  the  highest  part  of  their  daily  intellectual 
life.  He  made,  indeed,  an  attempt  to  paint  speci- 
mens of  the  apt  and  able  man  of  business  in  Nicholas 
Nickleby  ;  but  the  Messrs.  Cheery ble  are  among 
the  stupidest  of  his  characters.  He  forgot  that 
breadth  of  platitude  is  rather  different  from  breadth 
of  sagacity.  His  delineations  of  middle-class  life 
have  in  consequence  a  harshness  and  meanness 
which  do  not  belong  to  that  life  in  reality.  He 
omits  the  relieving  element.  He  describes  the  figs 
which  are  sold,  but  not  the  talent  which  sells  figs 
well.  And  it  is  the  same  want  of  diffused  sagacity 
in  his  own  nature  which  has  made  his  pictures  of 
life  so  odd  and  disjointed,  and  which  has  deprived 
them  of  symmetry  and  unity. 

The  bizarrerie  of  Mr.  Dickens's  genius  is  rendered 
more  remarkable  by  the  inordinate  measure  of  his 
special  excellencies.  The  first  of  these  is  his  power 
of  observation  in  detail.  We  have  heard, — we 
do  not  know  whether  correctly  or  incorrectly, — 
that  he  can  go  down  a  crowded  street,  and  tell 
you  all  that  is  in  it,  what  each  shop  was,  what  the 
grocer's  name  was,  how  many  scraps  of  orange- 
peel  there  were  on  the  pavement.  His  works  give 
you  exactly  the  same  idea.  The  amount  of  detail 
which  there  is  in  them  is  something  amazing, — to 
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an  ordinary  writer  something  incredible.  There 
are  pages  containing  telling  minuticB,  which  other 
people  would  have  thought  enough  for  a  volume. 
Nor  is  his  sensibility  to  external  objects,  though 
omnivorous,  insensible  to  the  artistic  effect  of  each. 
There  are  scarcely  anywhere  such  pictures  of  London 
as  he  draws.  No  writer  has  equally  comprehended 
the  artistic  material  which  is  given  by  its  extent, 
its  congregation  of  different  elements,  its  mouldiness, 
its  brilliancy. 

Nor  does  his  genius — though,  from  some  idiosyn- 
crasy of  mind  or  accident  of  external  situation, 
it  is  more  especially  directed  to  city  life — at  all 
stop  at  the  city  wall.  He  is  especially  at  home  in 
the  picturesque  and  obvious  parts  of  country  life, 
particularly  in  the  comfortable  and  (so  to  say) 
mouldering  portion  of  it.  The  following  is  an 
instance  ;  if  not  the  best  that  could  be  cited,  still 
one  of  the  best : — 

'  They  arranged  to  proceed  upon  their  journey  next 
evening,  as  a  stage-waggon,  which  travelled  for  some  distance 
on  the  same  road  as  they  must  take,  would  stop  at  the  inn 
to  change  horses,  and  the  driver  for  a  small  gratuity  would 
give  Nell  a  place  inside.  A  bargain  was  soon  struck  when 
the  waggon  came  ;  and  in  due  time  it  rolled  away  ;  with 
the  child  comfortably  bestowed  among  the  softer  packages, 
her  grandfather  and  the  schoolmaster  walking  on  beside 
the  driver,  and  the  landlady  and  all  the  good  folks  of  the 
inn  screaming  out  their  good  wishes  and  farewells. 

'  What  a  soothing,  luxurious,  drowsy  way  of  travelling, 
to  lie  inside  that  slowly-moving  mountain,  listening  to 
the  tinkling  of  the  horses'  bells,  the  occasional  smacking  ol 
the  carter's  whip,  the  smooth  rolling  of  the  great  broad 
wheels,  the  rattle  of  the  harness,  the  cheery  good-nights 
of  passing  travellers  jogging  past  on  little  short-stepped 
horses — all  made  pleasantly  indistinct  by  the  thick  awning, 
which  seemed  made  for  lazy  listening  under,  till  one  fell 
asleep  !  The  very  going  to  sleep,  still  with  an  indistinct 
idea,  as  the  head  jogged  to  and  fro  upon  the  pillow,  of  moving 
onward  with  no  trouble  or  fatigue,  and  hearing  all  these 
sounds  like  dreamy  music,  lulling  to  the  senses — and  the 
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slow  waking  up,  and  finding  one's  self  staring  out  through 
the  breezy  curtain  half-opened  in  the  front,  far  up  into  the 
cold  bright  sky  with  its  countless  stars,  and  downward 
at  the  driver's  lantern  dancing  on  like  its  namesake  Jack 
of  the  swamps  and  marshes,  and  sideways  at  the  dark  grim 
trees,  and  forward  at  the  long  bare  road  rising  up,  up,  up, 
until  it  stopped  abruptly  at  a  sharp  high  ridge  as  if  there  were 
no  more  road,  and  all  beyond  was  sky — and  the  stopping 
at  the  inn  to  bait,  and  being  helped  out,  and  going  into  a 
room  with  fire  and  candles,  and  winking  very  much,  and 
being  agreeably  reminded  that  the  night  was  cold,  and 
anxious  for  very  comfort's  sake  to  think  it  colder  than  it 
was  ! — What  a  delicious  journey  was  that  journey  in  the 
waggon  ! 

'  Then  the  going  on  again — so  fresh  at  first,  and  shortly 
afterwards  so  sleepy.  The  waking  from  a  sound  nap  as 
the  mail  came  dashing  past  like  a  highway  comet,  with 
gleaming  lamps  and  rattling  hoofs,  and  visions  of  a  guard 
behind,  standing  up  to  keep  his  feet  warm,  and  of  a  gentle- 
man in  a  fur  cap  opening  his  eyes  and  looking  wild  and 
stupefied — the  stopping  at  the  turnpike,  where  the  man 
was  gone  to  bed,  and  knocking  at  the  door  until  he  answered 
with  a  smothered  shout  from  under  the  bedclothes  in  the 
little  room  above,  where  the  faint  light  was  burning,  and 
presently  came  down,  night-capped  and  shivering,  to  throw 
the  gate  wide  open,  and  wish  all  waggons  off  the  road  except 
by  day.  The  cold  sharp  interval  between  night  and  morning 
— the  distant  streak  of  light  widening  and  spreading,  and 
turning  from  grey  to  white,  and  from  white  to  yellow,  and 
from  yellow  to  burning  red — the  presence  of  day,  with  all 
its  cheerfulness  and  life — men  and  horses  at  the  plough — 
birds  in  the  trees  and  hedges,  and  boys  in  solitary  fields 
frightening  them  away  with  rattles.  The  coming  to  a  town — 
people  busy  in  the  markets  ;  light  carts  and  chaises  round 
the  tavern  yard  ;  tradesmen  standing  at  their  doors  ;  men 
running  horses  up  and  down  the  street  for  sale  ;  pigs  plunging 
and  grunting  in  the  dirty  distance,  getting  off  with  long 
strings  at  their  legs,  running  into  clean  chemists'  shops  and 
being  dislodged  with  brooms  by  'prentices  ;  the  night-coach 
changing  horses — the  passengers  cheerless,  cold,  ugly,  and 
discontented,  with  three  months'  growth  of  hair  in  one 
night — the  coachman  fresh  as  from  a  bandbox,  and  ex- 
quisitely beautiful  by  contrast  : — so  much  bustle,  so  many 
things  in  motion,  such  a  variety  of  incidents — when  was 
there  a  journey  with  so  many  delights  as  that  journey  in 
the  waggon  !  '  x 

1  Old  Curiosity  Shop,  chap.  xlvi. 
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Or,  as  a  relief  from  a  very  painful  series  of  accom- 
panying characters,  it  is  pleasant  to  read  and  remem- 
ber the  description  of  the  fine  morning  on  which 
Mr.  Jonas  Chuzzlewit  does  not  reflect.  Mr.  Dickens 
has,  however,  no  feeling  analogous  to  the  nature- 
worship  of  some  other  recent  writers.  There  is 
nothing  Wordsworthian  in  his  bent ;  the  interpreting 
inspiration  (as  that  school  speak)  is  not  his.  Nor 
has  he  the  erudition  in  difficult  names  which  has 
filled  some  pages  in  late  novelists  with  mineralogy 
and  botany.  His  descriptions  of  Nature  are  fresh 
and  superficial ;  they  are  nor  sermonic  or  scientific. 

Nevertheless,  it  may  be  said  that  Mr.  Dickens's 
genius  is  especially  suited  to  the  delineation  of  city 
life.  London  is  like  a  newspaper.  Everything  is 
there,  and  everything  is  disconnected.  There  is 
every  kind  of  person  in  some  houses  ;  but  there  is 
no  more  connection  between  the  houses  than  between 
the  neighbours  in  the  lists  of  '  births,  marriages, 
and  deaths.'  As  we  change  from  the  broad  leader 
to  the  squalid  police  report,  we  pass  a  corner  and  we 
are  in  a  changed  world.  This  is  advantageous  to 
Mr.  Dickens's  genius.  His  memory  is  full  of  instances 
of  old  buildings  and  curious  people,  and  he  does 
not  care  to  piece  them  together.  On  the  contrary, 
each  scene,  to  his  mind,  is  a  separate  scene, — each 
street  a  separate  street.  He  has,  too,  the  peculiar 
alertness  of  observation  that  is  observable  in  those 
who  live  by  it.  He  describes  London  like  a  special 
correspondent  for  posterity. 

A  second  most  wonderful  special  faculty  which 
Mr.  Dickens  possesses  is  what  we  may  call  his  mm- 
fication  of  character,  or  rather  of  characteristics. 
His  marvellous  power  of  observation  has  been  ex- 
ercised upon  men  and  women  even  more  than  upon 
town  or  country ;  and  the  store  of  human  detail, 
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so  to  speak,  in  his  books  is  endless  and  enormous. 
The  boots  at  the  inn,  the  pickpockets  in  the  street, 
the  undertaker,  the  Mrs.  Gamp,  are  all  of  them 
at  his  disposal  ;  he  knows  each  trait  and  incident, 
and  he  invests  them  with  a  kind  of  perfection  in 
detail  which  in  reality  they  do  not  possess.  He  has 
a  very  peculiar  power  of  taking  hold  of  some  par- 
ticular traits,  and  making  a  character  out  of  them. 
He  is  especially  apt  to  incarnate  particular  pro- 
fessions in  this  way.  Many  of  his  people  never 
speak  without  some  allusion  to  their  occupation. 
You  cannot  separate  them  from  it.  Nor  does  the 
writer  ever  separate  them. 

What  would  Mr.  Mould  x  be  if  not  an  undertaker  ? 
or  Mrs.  Gamp  2  if  not  a  nurse  ?  or  Charley  Bates  3 
if  not  a  pickpocket  ?  Not  only  is  human  nature 
in  them  subdued  to  what  it  works  in,  but  there 
seems  to  be  no  nature  to  subdue  ;  the  whole  character 
is  the  idealisation  of  a  trade,  and  is  not  in  fancy  or 
thought  distinguishable  from  it.  Accordingly,  of 
necessity,  such  delineations  become  caricatures. 
We  do  not  in  general  contrast  them  with  reality  ; 
but  as  soon  as  we  do,  we  are  struck  with  the  monstrous 
exaggerations  which  they  present.  You  could  no 
more  fancy  Sam  Weller,  or  Mark  Tapley,  or  the 
Artful  Dodger  4  really  existing,  walking  about  among 
common  ordinary  men  and  women,  than  you  can 
fancy  a  talking  duck  or  a  writing  bear.  They  are 
utterly  beyond  the  pale  of  ordinary  social  intercourse. 
We  suspect,  indeed,  that  Mr.  Dickens  does  not 
conceive  his  characters  to  himself  as  mixing  in  the 
society  he  mixes  in.  He  sees  people  in  the  street, 
doing  certain  things,  talking  in  a  certain  way,  and 
his  fancy  petrifies  them  in  the  act.  He  goes  on 

1  In  Martin  Chuzzlewil.  2  Ibid.  »  In  Oliver  Twist. 

*  In  the  Pickwick  Papers,  Martin  Chitzzlewit,  and  Oliver  Twist- 
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fancying  hundreds  of  reduplications  of  that  act 
and  that  speech  ;  he  frames  an  existence  in  which 
there  is  nothing  else  but  that  aspect  which  attracted 
his  attention.  Sam  Weller  is  an  example.  He  is  a 
man-servant,  who  makes  a  peculiar  kind  of  jokes, 
and  is  wonderfully  felicitous  in  certain  similes. 
You  see  him  at  his  first  introduction  : — 


'  "  My  friend,"  said  the  thin  gentleman. 

'  "  You're  one  o'  the  adwice  gratis  order,"  thought  Sam, 
"  or  you  wouldn't  be  so  werry  fond  o'  me  all  at  once."  But 
he  only  said — "  Well,  sir  ?  " 

'  "  My  friend,"  said  the  thin  gentleman,  with  a  conciliatory 
hem — "  have  you  got  many  people  stopping  here,  now  ? 
Pretty  busy?  Eh?" 

'  Sam  stole  a  look  at  the  inquirer.  He  was  a  little  high- 
dried  man,  with  a  dark  squeezed-up  face,  and  small  restless 
black  eyes,  that  kept  winking  and  twinkling  on  each  side  of 
his  little  inquisitive  nose,  as  if  they  were  playing  a  perpetual 
game  of  peep-bo  with  that  feature.  He  was  dressed  all  in 
black,  with  boots  as  shiny  as  his  eyes,  a  low  white  neck- 
cloth, and  a  clean  shirt  with  a  frill  to  it.  A  gold  watch- 
chain  and  seals  depended  from  his  fob.  He  carried  his 
black  kid  gloves  in  his  hands,  not  on  them  ;  and,  as  he  spoke, 
thrust  his  wrists  beneath  his  coat-tails,  with  the  air  of  a 
man  who  was  in  the  habit  of  propounding  some  regular 
posers. 

'  "  Pretty  busy,  eh  ?  "  said  the  little  man. 

'  "  Oh,  werry  well,  sir,"  replied  Sam,  "  we  shan't  be  bank- 
rupts, and  we  shan't  make  our  fort'ns.  We  eats  our  biled 
mutton  without  capers,  and  don't  care  for  horse-radish  wen 
ve  can  get  beef." 

'  "  Ah,"  said  the  little  man,  "  you're  a  wag,  ain't  you  ?  " 

'  "  My  eldest  brother  was  troubled  with  that  complaint," 
said  Sam  ;  "  it  may  be  catching — I  used  to  sleep  with  him." 

'  "  This  is  a  curious  old  house  of  yours,"  said  the  little  man, 
looking  round  him. 

'  "  If  you'd  sent  word  you  was  a-coming,  we'd  ha'  had  it 
repaired,"  replied  the  imperturbable  Sam. 

'  The  little  man  seemed  rather  baffled  by  these  several 
repulses,  and  a  short  consultation  took  place  between  him 
and  the  two  plump  gentlemen.  At  its  conclusion,  the  little 
man  look  a  pinch  of  snuff  from  an  oblong  silver  box,  and 
was  apparently  on  the  point  of  renewing  the  conversation, 
when  one  of  the  plump  gentlemen,  who,  in  addition  to  a 
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benevolent  countenance,  possessed  a  pair  of  spectacles  and 
a  pair  of  black  gaiters,  interfered — 

'  "  The  fact  of  the  matter  is,"  said  the  benevolent  gentle- 
man, "  that  my  friend  here  "  (pointing  to  the  other  plump 
gentleman)  "  will  give  you  half  a  guinea,  if  you'll  answer 
one  or  two " 

'  "  Now,  my  dear  sir — my  dear  sir,"  said  the  little  man, 
"  pray  allow  me — my  dear  sir,  the  very  first  principle  to  be 
observed  in  these  cases  is  this  :  if  you  place  a  matter  in  the 
hands  of  a  professional  man,  you  must  in  no  way  interfere 
in  the  progress  of  the  business  ;  you  must  repose  implicit 
confidence  in  him.  Really,  Mr."  (he  turned  to  the  other 
plump  gentleman,  and  said) — "  I  forget  your  friend's  name." 

'  "  Pickwick,"  said  Mr.  War  die,  for  it  was  no  other  than 
that  jolly  personage. 

'  "  Ah,  Pickwick — really  Mr.  Pickwick,  my  dear  sir, 
excuse  me — I  shall  be  happy  to  receive  any  private  sugges- 
tions of  yours,  as  amicus  curice,  but  you  must  see  the  im- 
propriety of  your  interfering  with  my  conduct  in  this  case, 
with  such  an  ad  captandum  argument  as  the  offer  of  half  a 
guinea.  Really,  my  dear  sir,  really,"  and  the  little  man 
took  an  argumentative  pinch  of  snuff,  and  looked  very 
profound. 

'  "  My  only  wish,  sir,"  said  Mr.  Pickwick,  "was  to  bring 
this  very  unpleasant  matter  to  as  speedy  a  close  as 
possible." 

"  Quite  right — quite  right,"  said  the  little  man. 

'  "  With  which  view,"  continued  Mr.  Pickwick,  "  I  made 
use  of  the  argument  which  my  experience  of  men  has  taught 
me  is  the  most  likely  to  succeed  in  any  case." 

'  "  Ay,  ay,"  said  the  little  man,  "  very  good,  very  good 
indeed  ;  but  you  should  have  suggested  it  to  me.  My  dear 
sir,  I'm  quite  certain  you  cannot  be  ignorant  of  the  extent 
of  confidence  which  must  be  placed  in  professional  men. 
If  any  authority  can  be  necessary  on  such  a  point,  my  dear 
sir,  let  me  refer  you  to  the  well-known  case  in  Barnwell 
and " 

'  "  Never  mind  George  Barnwell,"  interrupted  Sam,  who 
had  remained  a  wondering  listener  during  this  short  colloquy  ; 
"  everybody  knows  vhat  sort  of  a  case  his  was,  tho'  it's  always 
been  my  opinion,  mind  you,  that  the  young  'ooman  deserved 
scragging  a  precious  sight  more  than  he  did.  Hows' ever, 
that's  neither  here  nor  there.  You  want  me  to  except  of 
half  a  guinea.  Werry  well,  I'm  agreeable  :  I  can't  say  no 
fairer  than  that,  can  I,  sir  ?  "  (Mr.  Pickwick  smiled.)  "  Then 
the  next  question  is,  what  the  devil  do  you  want  with  me  ? 
as  the  man  said  wen  he  see  the  ghost." 

'  "  We  want  to  know *'  said  Mr.  Wardle. 
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'  "  Now,  my  dear  sir — my  dear  sir,"  interposed  the  busy 
little  man. 

'  Mr.  Wardle  shrugged  his  shoulders  and  was  silent. 

'  "  We  want  to  know,"  said  the  little  man  solemnly ;  "and 
we  ask  the  question  of  you,  in  order  that  we  may  not  awaken 
apprehensions  inside — we  want  to  know  who  you've  got  in 
this  house  at  present." 

'  "  Who  there  is  in  the  house  !  "  said  Sam,  in  whose  mind 
the  inmates  were  always  represented  by  that  particular 
article  of  their  costume  which  came  under  his  immediate 
superintendence.  "  There's  a  wooden  leg  in  number  six  ; 
there's  a  pair  of  Hessians  in  thirteen  ;  there's  two  pair  of 
halves  in  the  commercial  ;  there's  these  here  painted  tops 
in  the  snuggery  inside  the  bar  ;  and  five  more  tops  in  the 
coffee-room." 

'  "  Nothing  more  r  "  said  the  little  man. 

'  "  Stop  a  bit,"  replied  Sam,  suddenly  recollecting  himself. 
"  Yes  ;  there's  a  pair  of  Wellingtons  a  good  deal  worn,  and 
a  pair  o'  lady's  shoes,  in  number  five." 

'  "  What  sort  of  shoes  ?  "  hastily  inquired  Wardle,  who, 
together  with  Mr.  Pickwick,  had  been  lost  in  bewilderment 
at  the  singular  catalogue  of  visitors. 

'  "  Country  make,"  replied  Sam. 

'  "  Any  maker's  name  ?  " 

'  "  Brown." 

1  "  Where  of  ?  " 

'  "  Muggleton." 

'  "  It  is  them,"  exclaimed  Wardle.  "  By  Heavens,  we've 
found  them." 

'  "  Hush  !  "  said  Sam.  "  The  Wellingtons  has  gone  to 
Doctors  Commons." 

'  "  No,"  said  the  little  man. 

'  "  Yes,  for  a  licence." 

'  "  We're  in  time,"  exclaimed  Wardle.  "  Show  us  the 
room  ;  not  a  moment  is  to  be  lost." 

'  "  Pray,  my  dear  sir — pray,"  said  the  little  man  ;  "  cau- 
tion, caution."  He  drew  from  his  pocket  a  red  silk  purse, 
and  looked  very  hard  at  Sam  as  he  drew  out  a  sovereign. 

'  Sam  grinned  expressively. 

'  "  Show  us  into  the  room  at  once,  without  announcing 
us,"  said  the  little  man,  "  and  it's  yours."  '  l 

One  can  fancy  Mr.  Dickens   hearing   a   dialogue 
of  this  sort, — not  nearly  so  good,  but  something  like 
it, — and  immediately  setting  to  work  to  make  it 
1  Pickwick  Papers,  chap.  x. 
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better  and  put  it  in  a  book ;  then  changing  a  little 
the  situation,  putting  the  boots  one  step  up  in  the 
scale  of  service,  engaging  him  as  footman  to  a  stout 
gentleman  (but  without  for  a  moment  losing  sight 
of  the  peculiar  kind  of  professional  conversation  and 
humour  which  his  first  dialogue  presents),  and 
astonishing  all  his  readers  by  the  marvellous  fertility 
and  magical  humour  with  which  he  maintains  that 
style.  Sam  Weller's  father  is  even  a  stronger  and 
simpler  instance.  He  is  simply  nothing  but  an 
old  coachman  of  the  stout  and  extinct  sort ;  you 
cannot  separate  him  from  the  idea  of  that  occupa- 
tion. But  how  amusing  he  is  !  We  dare  not  quote 
a  single  word  of  his  talk  ;  because  we  should  go  on 
quoting  so  long,  and  every  one  knows  it  so  well. 
Some  persons  may  think  that  this  is  not  a  very  high 
species  of  delineative  art.  The  idea  of  personifying 
traits  and  trades  may  seem  to  them  poor  and  meagre. 
Anybody,  they  may  fancy,  can  do  that.  But  how 
would  they  do  it  ?  Whose  fancy  would  not  break 
down  in  a  page — in  five  lines  ?  Who  can  carry  on 
the  vivification  with  zest  and  energy  and  humour 
for  volume  after  volume  ?  Endless  fertility  in 
laughter-causing  detail  is  Mr.  Dickens's  most 
astonishing  peculiarity.  It  requires  a  continuous 
and  careful  reading  of  his  works  to  be  aware  of  his 
enormous  wealth.  Writers  have  attained  the 
greatest  reputation  for  wit  and  humour,  whose  whole 
works  do  not  contain  so  much  of  either  as  are  to  be 
found  in  a  very  few  pages  of  his. 

Mr.  Dickens's  humour  is  indeed  very  much  a  result 
of  the  two  peculiarities  of  which  we  have  been  speak- 
ing. His  power  of  detailed  observation  and  his 
power  of  idealising  individual  traits  of  character — 
sometimes  of  one  or  other  of  them,  sometimes  of 
both  of  them  together.  His  similes  on  matters  of 
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external  observation  are  so  admirable  that  every- 
body appreciates  them,  and  it  would  be  absurd  to 
quote  specimens  of  them  ;  nor  is  it  the  sort  of  excel- 
lence which  best  bears  to  be  paraded  for  the  purposes 
of  critical  example.  Its  off-hand  air  and  natural 
connection  with  the  adjacent  circumstances  are 
inherent  parts  of  its  peculiar  merit.  Every  reader 
of  Mr.  Dickens's  works  knows  well  what  we  mean. 
And  who  is  not  a  reader  of  them  ? 

But  his  peculiar  humour  is  even  more  indebted 
to  his  habit  of  vivifying  external  traits,  than  to  his 
power  of  external  observation.  He,  as  we  have 
explained,  expands  traits  into  people  ;  and  it  is  a 
source  of  true  humour  to  place  these,  when  so  ex- 
panded, in  circumstances  in  which  only  people — 
that  is  complete  human  beings  —  can  appropriately 
act.  The  humour  of  Mr.  Pickwick's  character  is 
entirely  of  this  kind.  He  is  a  kind  of  incarnation 
of  simple-mindedness  and  what  we  may  call  obvious- 
mindedness.  The  conclusion  which  each  occurrence 
or  position  in  life  most  immediately  presents  to  the 
unsophisticated  mind  is  that  which  Mr.  Pickwick 
is  sure  to  accept.  The  proper  accompaniments  are 
given  to  him.  He  is  a  stout  gentleman  in  easy 
circumstances,  who  is  irritated  into  originality  by 
no  impulse  from  within,  and  by  no  stimulus  from 
without.  He  is  stated  to  have  '  retired  from  busi- 
ness.' But  no  one  can  fancy  what  he  was  in  business. 
Such  guileless  simplicity  of  heart  and  easy  impres- 
sibility of  disposition  would  soon  have  induced  a 
painful  failure  amid  the  harsh  struggles  and  the 
tempting  speculations  of  pecuniary  life.  As  he  is 
represented  in  the  narrative,  however,  nobody 
dreams  of  such  antecedents. 

Mr.  Pickwick  moves  easily  over  all  the  surface  of 
English  life  from  Goswell  Street  to  Dingley  Dell, 
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from  Dingley  Dell  to  the  Ipswich  elections,  from 
drinking  milk-punch  in  a  wheelbarrow  to  sleeping  in 
the  approximate  pound,  and  no  one  ever  thinks  of 
applying  to  him  the  ordinary  maxims  which  we 
should  apply  to  any  common  person  in  life,  or  to  any 
common  personage  in  a  fiction.  Nobody  thinks  it 
is  wrong  in  Mr.  Pickwick  to  drink  too  much  milk- 
punch  in  a  wheelbarrow,  to  introduce  worthless 
people  of  whom  he  knows  nothing  to  the  families  of 
people  for  whom  he  really  cares  ;  nobody  holds  him 
responsible  for  the  consequences  ;  nobody  thinks 
there  is  anything  wrong  in  his  taking  Mr.  Bob  Sawyer 
and  Mr.  Benjamin  Allen  to  visit  Mr.  Winkle,  senior, 
and  thereby  almost  irretrievably  offending  him  with 
his  son's  marriage.  We  do  not  reject  moral  remarks 
such  as  these,  but  they  never  occur  to  us.  Indeed, 
the  indistinct  consciousness  that  such  observations 
are  possible,  and  that  they  are  hovering  about  our 
minds,  enhances  the  humour  of  the  narrative.  We 
are  in  a  conventional  world,  where  the  mere  maxims 
of  common  life  do  not  apply,  and  yet  which  has  all 
the  amusing  detail,  and  picturesque  elements,  and 
singular  eccentricities  of  common  life.  Mr.  Pickwick 
is  a  personified  ideal ;  a  kind  of  amateur  in  life,  whose 
course  we  watch  through  all  the  circumstances  of 
ordinary  existence,  and  at  whose  follies  we  are 
amused  just  as  really  skilled  people  are  at  the  mistakes 
of  an  amateur  in  their  art.  His  being  in  the  pound 
is  not  wrong  ;  his  being  the  victim  of  Messrs.  Dodson 
is  not  foolish. 

'  Always  shout  with  the  mob,'  said  Mr.  Pickwick. 
'  But  suppose  there  are  two  mobs,'  said  Mr.  Snod- 
grass.  '  Then  shout  with  the  loudest,'  said  Mr. 
Pickwick.  This  is  not  in  him  weakness  or  time- 
serving, or  want  of  principle,  as  in  most  even  of 
fictitious  people  it  would  be.  It  is  his  way.  Mr. 
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Pickwick  was  expected  to  say  something,  so  he  said 
'  Ah  !  '  in  a  grave  voice.  This  is  not  pompous  as 
we  might  fancy,  or  clever  as  it  might  be,  if  intention- 
ally devised ;  it  is  simply  his  way.  Mr.  Pickwick 
gets  late  at  night  over  the  wall  behind  the  back-door 
of  a  young-ladies'  school,  is  found  in  that  sequestered 
place  by  the  schoolmistress  and  the  boarders  and  the 
cook,  and  there  is  a  dialogue  between  them.  There 
is  nothing  out  of  possibility  in  this  ;  it  is  his  way. 
The  humour  essentially  consists  in  treating  as  a 
moral  agent  a  being  who  really  is  not  a  moral  agent. 
We  treat  a  vivified  accident  as  a  man,  and  we  are 
surprised  at  the  absurd  results.  We  are  reading 
about  an  acting  thing,  and  we  wonder  at  its  scrapes, 
and  laugh  at  them  as  if  they  were  those  of  the  man. 
There  is  something  of  this  humour  in  every  sort  of 
farce.  Everybody  knows  these  are  not  real  beings 
acting  in  real  life,  though  they  talk  as  if  they  were, 
and  want  us  to  believe  that  they  are.  Here,  as  in 
Mr.  Dickens's  books,  we  have  exaggerations  pre- 
tending to  comport  themselves  as  ordinary  beings, 
caricatures  acting  as  if  they  were  characters. 

At  the  same  time  it  is  essential  to  remember  that, 
however  great  may  be  and  is  the  charm  of  such 
exaggerated  personifications,  the  best  specimens  of 
them  are  immensely  less  excellent,  belong  to  an 
altogether  lower  range  of  intellectual  achievements, 
than  the  real  depiction  of  actual  living  men.  It  is 
amusing  to  read  of  beings  out  of  the  laws  of  morality, 
but  it  is  more  profoundly  interesting,  as  well  as 
more  instructive,  to  read  of  those  whose  life  in  its 
moral  conditions  resembles  our  own.  We  see  this 
most  distinctly  when  the  representations  are  given 
by  the  genius  of  the  same  writer. 

Falstaff  is  a  sort  of  sack-holding  paunch,  an 
exaggerated  over-development  which  no  one  thinks 
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of  holding  down  to  the  commonplace  rules  of  the 
ten  commandments  and  the  statute-law.  We  do 
not  think  of  them  in  connection  with  him.  They 
belong  to  a  world  apart.  Accordingly,  we  are  vexed 
when  the  king  discards  him  and  reproves  him.  Such 
a  fate  was  a  necessary  adherence  on  Shakespeare's 
part  to  the  historical  tradition  ;  he  never  probably 
thought  of  departing  from  it,  nor  would  his  audience 
have  perhaps  endured  his  doing  so.  But  to  those 
who  look  at  the  historical  plays  as  pure  works  of 
imaginative  art,  it  seems  certainly  an  artistic  mis- 
conception to  have  developed  so  marvellous  an 
Mwmoral  impersonation,  and  then  to  have  subjected 
it  to  an  ethical  and  punitive  judgment.  Still,  not- 
withstanding this  error,  which  was  very  likely 
inevitable,  Falstaff  is  probably  the  most  remarkable 
specimen  of  caricature-representation  to  be  found 
in  literature.  And  its  very  excellence  of  execution 
only  shows  how  inferior  is  the  kind  of  art  which 
creates  only  such  representations. 

Who  could  compare  the  genius,  marvellous  as 
must  be  its  fertility,  which  was  needful  to  create  a 
Falstaff,  with  that  shown  in  the  higher  productions 
of  the  same  mind  in  Hamlet,  Ophelia,  and  Lear  ? 
We  feel  instantaneously  the  difference  between  the 
aggregating  accident  which  rakes  up  from  the  ex- 
ternalities of  life  other  accidents  analogous  to  itself, 
and  the  central  ideal  of  a  real  character  which  cannot 
show  itself  wholly  in  any  accidents,  but  which 
exemplifies  itself  partially  in  many,  which  unfolds 
itself  gradually  in  wide  spheres  of  action,  and  yet,  as 
with  those  we  know  best  in  life,  leaves  something 
hardly  to  be  understood,  and  after  years  of  familiarity 
is  a  problem  and  a  difficulty  to  the  last.  In  the  same 
way,  the  embodied  characteristics  and  grotesque 
exaggerations  of  Mr.  Dickens,  notwithstanding  all 
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their  humour  and  all  their  marvellous  abundance, 
can  never  be  for  a  moment  compared  with  the  great 
works  of  the  real  painters  of  essential  human  nature. 

There  is  one  class  of  Mr.  Dickens's  pictures  which 
may  seem  to  form  an  exception  to  this  criticism. 
It  is  the  delineation  at  the  outlaw,  we  might  say  the 
anti-law,  world  in  Oliver  Twist.  In  one  or  two  in- 
stances Mr.  Dickens  has  been  so  fortunate  as  to  hit 
on  characteristics  which,  by  his  system  of  idealisation 
and  continual  repetition,  might  really  be  brought 
to  look  like  a  character.  A  man's  trade  or  profession 
in  regular  life  can  only  exhaust  a  very  small  portion 
of  his  nature  ;  no  approach  is  made  to  the  essence 
of  humanity  by  the  exaggeration  of  the  traits  which 
typify  a  beadle  or  an  undertaker.  With  the  outlaw 
world  it  is  somewhat  different.  The  bare  fact  of  a 
man  belonging  to  that  world  is  so  important  to  his 
nature  that,  if  it  is  artistically  developed  with 
coherent  accessories,  some  approximation  to  a  dis- 
tinctly natural  character  will  be  almost  inevitably 
made.  In  the  characters  of  Bill  Sykes  and  Nancy 
this  is  so. 

The  former  is  the  skulking  ruffian  who  may  be 
seen  any  day  at  the  police-courts,  and  whom  any 
one  may  fancy  he  sees  by  walking  through  St.  Giles's. 
You  cannot  attempt  to  figure  to  your  imagination 
the  existence  of  such  a  person  without  being  thrown 
into  the  region  of  the  passions,  the  will,  and  the 
conscience ;  the  mere  fact  of  his  maintaining,  as  a 
condition  of  life  and  by  settled  profession,  a  struggle 
with  regular  society,  necessarily  brings  these  deep 
parts  of  his  nature  into  prominence  ;  great  crime 
usually  proceeds  from  abnormal  impulses  or  strange 
effort.  Accordingly,  Mr.  Sykes  is  the  character 
most  approaching  to  a  coherent  man  who  is  to  be 
found  in  Mr.  Dickens's  works.  We  do  not  say  that 
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even  here  there  is  not  some  undue  heightening 
admixture  of  caricature, — but  this  defect  is  scarcely 
thought  of  amid  the  general  coherence  of  the  picture, 
the  painful  subject,  and  the  wonderful  command  of 
strange  accessories. 

Miss  Nancy  is  a  still  more  delicate  artistic  effort. 
She  is  an  idealisation  of  the  girl  who  may  also  be  seen 
at  the  police-courts  and  St.  Giles's  ;  as  bad,  according 
to  occupation  and  common  character,  as  a  woman 
can  be,  yet  retaining  a  tinge  of  womanhood,  and  a 
certain  compassion  for  interesting  suffering,  which 
under  favouring  circumstances  might  be  the  germ 
of  a  regenerating  influence.  We  need  not  stay  to 
prove  how  much  the  imaginative  development  of 
such  a  personage  must  concern  itself  with  our  deeper 
humanity ;  how  strongly,  if  excellent,  it  must  be 
contrasted  with  everything  conventional  or  casual 
or  superficial.  Mr.  Dickens's  delineation  is  in  the 
highest  degree  excellent.  It  possesses  not  only  the 
more  obvious  merits  belonging  to  the  subject,  but 
also  that  of  a  singular  delicacy  of  expression  and 
idea.  Nobody  fancies  for  a  moment  that  they  are 
reading  about  anything  beyond  the  pale  of  ordinary 
propriety.  We  read  the  account  of  the  life  which 
Miss  Nancy  leads  with  Bill  Sykes  without  such 
an  idea  occurring  to  us  :  yet,  when  we  reflect  upon 
it,  few  things  in  literary  painting  are  now  more  wonder- 
ful than  the  depiction  of  a  professional  life  of  sin 
and  sorrow,  so  as  not  even  to  startle  those  to  whom 
the  deeper  forms  of  either  are  but  names  and 
shadows. 

Other  writers  would  have  given  as  vivid  a  picture  : 
Defoe  would  have  poured  out  even  a  more  copious 
measure  of  telling  circumstantiality,  but  he  would 
have  narrated  his  story  with  an  inhuman  distinct- 
ness, which  if  not  impure  is  unpuie  ;  French  writers  t 
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whom  we  need  not  name,  would  have  enhanced  the 
interest  of  their  narrative  by  trading  on  the  excite- 
ment of  stimulating  scenes.  It  would  be  injustice 
to  Mr.  Dickens  to  say  that  he  has  surmounted  these 
temptations  ;  the  unconscious  evidence  of  innumer- 
able details  proves  that,  from  a  certain  delicacy  of 
imagination  and  purity  of  spirit,  he  has  not  even 
experienced  them.  Criticism  is  the  more  bound  to 
dwell  at  length  on  the  merits  of  these  delineations, 
because  no  artistic  merit  can  make  Oliver  Twist 
a  pleasing  work.  The  squalid  detail  of  crime  and 
misery  oppresses  us  too  much.  If  it  is  to  be  read 
at  all,  it  should  be  read  in  the  first  hardness  of  the 
youthful  imagination,  which  no  touch  can  move 
too  deeply,  and  which  is  never  stirred  with  tremulous 
suffering  at  the  '  still  sad  music  of  humanity.'  * 
The  coldest  critic  in  later  life  may  never  hope  to 
have  again  the  apathy  of  his  boyhood. 

It  perhaps  follows  from  what  has  been  said  of  the 
characteristics  of  Mr.  Dickens's  genius,  that  he 
would  be  little  skilled  in  planning  plots  for  his  novels. 
He  certainly  is  not  so  skilled.  He  says  in  his  preface 
to  the  Pickwick  Papers  '  that  they  were  designed  for 
the  introduction  of  diverting  characters  and  incidents  ; 
that  no  ingenuity  of  plot  was  attempted,  or  even  at 
that  time  considered  feasible  by  the  author  in  con- 
nection with  the  desultory  plan  of  publication 
adopted ;  '  and  he  adds  an  expression  of  regret 
that  'these  chapters  had  not  been  strung  together 
on  a  thread  of  more  general  interest.'  It  is  extremely 
fortunate  that  no  such  attempt  was  made.  In  the 
cases  in  which  Mr.  Dickens  has  attempted  to  make 
a  long  connected  story,  or  to  develop  into  scenes  or 
incidents  a  plan  in  any  degree  elaborate,  the  result 
has  been  a  complete  failure. 

1  Wordsworth  :  '  Tintern  Abbey.' 
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A  certain  consistency  of  genius  seems  necessary  for 
the  construction  of  a  consecutive  plot.  An  irregular 
mind  naturally  shows  itself  in  incoherency  of  incident 
and  aberration  of  character.  The  method  in  which 
Mr.  Dickens's  mind  works,  if  we  are  correct  in  our 
criticism  upon  it,  tends  naturally  to  these  blemishes. 
Caricatures  are  necessarily  isolated ;  they  are  pro- 
duced by  the  exaggeration  of  certain  conspicuous 
traits  and  features  ;  each  being  is  enlarged  on  its 
greatest  side  ;  and  we  laugh  at  the  grotesque  group- 
ing and  the  startling  contrast.  But  the  connection 
between  human  beings  on  which  a  plot  depends 
is  rather  severed  than  elucidated  by  the  enhance- 
ment of  their  diversities.  Interesting  stories  are 
founded  on  the  intimate  relations  of  men  and  women. 
These  intimate  relations  are  based  not  on  their 
superficial  traits,  or  common  occupations,  or  most 
visible  externalities,  but  on  the  inner  life  of  heart 
and  feeling.  You  simply  divert  attention  from  that 
secret  life  by  enhancing  the  perceptible  diversities 
of  common  human  nature,  and  the  strange  anomalies 
into  which  it  may  be  distorted.  The  original  germ  of 
Pickwick  was  a  '  Club  of  Oddities.'  The  idea  was 
professedly  abandoned ;  but  traces  of  it  are  to  be 
found  in  all  Mr.  Dickens's  books.  It  illustrates  the 
professed  grotesqueness  of  the  characters  as  well  as 
their  slender  connection. 

The  defect  of  plot  is  heightened  by  Mr.  Dickens's 
great,  we  might  say  complete,  inability  to  make  a 
love-story.  A  pair  of  lovers  is  by  custom  a  necessity 
of  narrative  fiction,  and  writers  who  possess  a  great 
general  range  of  mundane  knowledge,  and  but  little 
knowledge  of  the  special  sentimental  subject,  are 
often  in  amusing  difnculites.  The  watchful  reader 
observes  the  transition  from  the  hearty  description 
of  well-known  scenes,  of  prosaic  streets,  or  journeys 
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by  wood  and  river,  to  the  pale  colours  of  ill-attempted 
poetry,  to  such  sights  as  the  novelist  evidently 
wishes  he  need  not  try  to  see.  But  few  writers 
exhibit  the  difficulty  in  so  aggravated  a  form  as 
Mr.  Dickens.  Most  men  by  taking  thought  can 
make  a  lay  figure  to  look  not  so  very  unlike  a  young 
gentleman,  and  can  compose  a  telling  schedule  of 
ladylike  charms.  Mr.  Dickens  has  no  power  of 
doing  either.  The  heroic  character — we  do  not 
mean  the  form  of  character  so  called  in  life  and 
action,  but  that  which  is  hereditary  in  the  heroes 
of  novels — is  not  suited  to  his  style  of  art. 

Hazlitt  wrote  an  essay  to  inquire  '  Why  the  heroes 
of  romances  are  insipid  ; '  and  without  going  that 
length  it  may  safely  be  said  that  the  character  of 
the  agreeable  young  gentleman  who  loves  and  is 
loved  should  not  be  of  the  most  marked  sort.  Flirta- 
tion ought  not  to  be  an  exaggerated  pursuit.  Young 
ladies  and  their  admirers  should  not  express  them- 
selves in  the  heightened  and  imaginative  phraseology 
suited  to  Charley  Bates  and  the  Dodger.  Humour 
is  of  no  use,  for  no  one  makes  love  in  jokes  :  a  tinge 
of  insidious  satire  may  perhaps  be  permitted  as  a 
rare  and  occasional  relief,  but  it  will  not  be  thought 
'  a  pretty  book,'  if  so  malicious  an  element  be  at  all 
habitually  perceptible.  The  broad  farce  in  which 
Mr.  Dickens  indulges  is  thoroughly  out  of  place. 
If  you  caricature  a  pair  of  lovers  ever  so  little,  by 
the  necessity  of  their  calling  you  make  them  ridiculous. 

One  of  Sheridan's  best  comedies  1  is  remarkable 
for  having  no  scene  in  which  the  hero  and  heroine 
are  on  the  stage  together  ;  and  Mr.  Moore  suggests  2 
that  the  shrewd  wit  distrusted  his  skill  in  the  light, 
dropping  love-talk  which  would  have  been  necessary. 

1  School  for  Scandal. 

•  Life  of  Sheridan,  vol.  i.  chap.  v. 
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Mr.  Dickens  would  have  done  well  to  imitate  so 
astute  a  policy  ;  but  he  has  none  of  the  managing 
shrewdness  which  those  who  look  at  Sheridan's 
career  attentively  will  probably  think  not  the  least 
remarkable  feature  in  his  singular  character.  Mr. 
Dickens,  on  the  contrary,  pours  out  painful  senti- 
ments as  if  he  wished  the  abundance  should  make 
up  for  the  inferior  quality.  The  excruciating  writing 
which  is  expended  on  Miss  Ruth  Pinch  l  passes  belief. 
Mr.  Dickens  is  not  only  unable  to  make  lovers  to 
talk,  but  to  describe  heroines  in  mere  narrative. 
As  has  been  said,  most  men  can  make  a  tumble  of 
blue  eyes  and  fair  hair  and  pearly  teeth,  that  does 
very  well  for  a  young  lady,  at  least  for  a  good  while  ; 
but  Mr.  Dickens  will  not,  probably  cannot,  attain 
even  to  this  humble  measure  of  descriptive  art. 
He  vitiates  the  repose  by  broad  humour,  or  dis- 
enchants the  delicacy  by  an  unctuous  admiration. 

This  deficiency  is  probably  nearly  connected  with 
one  of  Mr.  Dickens's  most  remarkable  excellences. 
No  one  can  read  Mr.  Thackeray's  writings  without 
feeling  that  he  is  perpetually  treading  as  close  as 
he  dare  to  the  border-line  that  separates  the  world 
which  may  be  described  in  books  from  the  world 
which  it  is  prohibited  so  to  describe.  No  one  knows 
better  than  this  accomplished  artist  where  that 
line  is,  and  how  curious  are  its  windings  and  turns. 
The  charge  against  him  is  that  he  knows  it  but  too 
well ;  that  with  an  anxious  care  and  a  wistful  eye 
he  is  ever  approximating  to  its  edge,  and  hinting 
with  subtle  art  how  thoroughly  he  is  familiar  with, 
and  how  interesting  he  could  make,  the  interdicted 
region  on  the  other  side.  He  never  violates  a  single 
conventional  rule  ;  but  at  the  same  time  the  shadow 
of  the  immorality  that  is  not  seen  is  scarcely  ever 
1  In  Martin  Chuzzlewit. 
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wanting  to  his  delineation  of  the  society  that  is  seen. 
Every  one  may  perceive  what  is  passing  in  his  fancy. 
Mr.  Dickens  is  chargeable  with  no  such  defect  :  he 
does  not  seem  to  feel  the  temptation.  By  what  we 
may  fairly  call  an  instinctive  purity  of  genius,  he  not 
only  observes  the  conventional  rules,  but  makes 
excursions  into  topics  which  no  other  novelist  could 
safely  handle,  and,  by  a  felicitous  instinct,  deprives 
them  of  all  impropriety.  No  other  writer  could  have 
managed  the  humour  of  Mrs.  Gamp  without  becoming 
unendurable.  At  the  same  time  it  is  difficult  not 
to  believe  that  this  singular  insensibility  to  the 
temptations  to  which  many  of  the  greatest  novelists 
have  succumbed  is  in  some  measure  connected  with 
his  utter  inaptitude  for  delineating  the  portion  of  life 
to  which  their  art  is  specially  inclined.  He  delineates 
neither  the  love-affairs  which  ought  to  be,  nor  those 
which  ought  not  to  be. 

Mr.  Dickens's  indisposition  to  '  make  capital ' 
out  of  the  most  commonly  tempting  part  of  human 
sentiment  is  the  more  remarkable  because  he  cer- 
tainly does  not  show  the  same  indisposition  in  other 
cases.  He  has  naturally  great  powers  of  pathos  ; 
his  imagination  is  familiar  with  the  common  sorts 
of  human  suffering  ;  and  his  marvellous  conversancy 
with  the  detail  of  existence  enables  him  to  describe 
sick-beds  and  death-beds  with  an  excellence  very 
rarely  seen  in  literature.  A  nature  far  more  sym- 
pathetic than  that  of  most  authors  has  familiarised  him 
with  such  subjects.  In  general,  a  certain  apathy 
is  characteristic  of  book-writers,  and  dulls  the 
efficacy  of  their  pathos.  Mr.  Dickens  is  quite  exempt 
from  this  defect  ;  but,  on  the  other  hand,  is  exceed- 
ingly prone  to  a  very  ostentatious  exhibition  of  the 
opposite  excellence.  He  dwells  on  dismal  scenes 
with  a  kind  of  fawning  fondness  ;  and  he  seems 
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unwilling  to  leave  them,  long  after  his  readers  have 
had  more  than  enough  of  them.  He  describes 
Mr.  Dennis  the  hangman  x  as  having  a  professional 
fondness  for  his  occupation  :  he  has  the  same  sort 
of  fondness  apparently  for  the  profession  of  death- 
painter.  The  painful  details  he  accumulates  are 
a  very  serious  drawback  from  the  agreeableness  of 
his  writings. 

Dismal  '  light  literature  '  is  the  dismallest  of  read- 
ing. The  reality  of  the  police  reports  is  sufficiently 
bad,  but  a  fictitious  police  report  would  be  the  most 
disagreeable  of  conceivable  compositions.  Some 
portions  of  Mr.  Dickens's  books  are  liable  to  a  good 
many  of  the  same  objections.  They  are  squalid 
from  noisome  trivialities,  and  horrid  with  terrifying 
crime.  In  his  earlier  books  this  is  commonly  relieved 
at  frequent  intervals  by  a  graphic  and  original  mirth. 
As,  we  will  not  say  age,  but  maturity,  has  passed 
over  his  powers,  this  counteractive  element  has  been 
lessened  ;  the  humour  is  not  so  happy  as  it  was, 
but  the  wonderful  fertility  in  painful  minutice  still 
remains. 

Mr.  Dickens's  political  opinions  have  subjected 
him  to  a  good  deal  of  criticism,  and  to  some  ridicule. 
He  has  shown,  on  many  occasions,  the  desire — which 
we  see  so  frequent  among  able  and  influential  men — 
to  start  as  a  political  reformer.  Mr.  Spurgeon  said, 
with  an  application  to  himself  :  'If  you've  got  the 
ear  of  the  public,  of  course  you  must  begin  to  tell  it 
its  faults.'  Mr.  Dickens  has  been  quite  disposed  to 
make  this  use  of  his  popular  influence.  Even  in 
Pickwick  there  are  many  traces  of  this  tendency ; 
and  the  way  in  which  it  shows  itself  in  that  book  and 
in  others  is  very  characteristic  of  the  time  at  which 
they  appeared. 

1  In  Barnaby  Rudge. 
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The  most  instructive  political  characteristic  of  the 
years  from  1825  to  1845  is  the  growth  and  influence 
of  the  scheme  of  opinion  which  we  call  Radicalism. 
There  are  several  species  of  creeds  which  are  compre- 
hended under  this  generic  name,  but  they  all  evince 
a  marked  reaction  against  the  worship  of  the  English 
constitution  and  the  affection  for  the  English  status 
quo,  which  were  then  the  established  creed  and 
sentiment.  All  Radicals  are  Anti-Eldonites.  This 
is  equally  true  of  the  Benthamite  or  philosophical 
radicalism  of  the  early  period,  and  the  Manchester, 
Dr  '  definite-grievance  radicalism/  among  the  last 
vestiges  of  which  we  are  now  living.  Mr.  Dickens 
represents  a  species  different  from  either.  His  is 
what  we  may  call  the  '  sentimental  radicalism ; ' 
and  if  we  recur  to  the  history  of  the  time,  we  shall 
find  that  there  would  not  originally  have  been  any 
opprobrium  attaching  to  such  a  name. 

The  whole  course  of  the  legislation,  and  still  more 
of  the  administration,  of  the  first  twenty  years  of  the 
nineteenth  century  [was]  marked  by  a  harsh  un- 
feelingness  which  is  of  all  faults  the  most  contrary 
to  any  with  which  we  are  chargeable  now.  The 
world  of  the  '  Six  Acts,'  x  the  frequent  executions, 
the  Draconic  criminal  law,  is  so  far  removed  from 
us  that  we  cannot  comprehend  its  having  ever  existed. 
It  is  more  easy  to  understand  the  recoil  which  has 
followed.  All  the  social  speculation,  and  much  of 
the  social  action  of  the  few  years  succeeding  the 
Reform  Bill,  bear  the  most  marked  traces  of  the 
reaction.  The  spirit  which  animates  Mr.  Dickens's 
political  reasonings  and  observations  expresses  it 

1  Of  23rd  November,  3rd  December,  and  i7th  December  1819 ; 
introduced  by  Eldon,  Sidmouth,  and  Castlereagh  to  put  down 
sedition,  just  after  the  Manchester  massacre  and  the  Cato  Street 
conspiracy.  [F.M.] 
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exactly.  The  vice  of  the  then  existing  social  author- 
ities, and  of  the  then  existing  public,  had  been  the 
forgetfulness  of  the  pain  which  their  own  acts 
evidently  produced,  —  an  unrealising  habit  which 
adhered  to  official  rules  and  established  maxims, 
and  which  would  not  be  shocked  by  the  evident 
consequences,  by  proximate  human  suffering.  The 
sure  result  of  this  habit  was  the  excitement  of  the 
habit  precisely  opposed  to  it. 

Mr.  Carlyle,  in  his  Chartism,  we  think,  observes 
of  the  poor-law  reform  :  '  It  was  then,  above  all 
things,  necessary  that  outdoor  relief  should  cease. 
But  how  ?  What  means  did  great  Nature  take  for 
accomplishing  that  most  desirable  end  ?  She  created 
a  race  of  men  who  believed  the  cessation  of  outdoor 
relief  to  be  the  one  thing  needful.'  In  the  same  way, 
and  by  the  same  propensity  to  exaggerated  opposition 
which  is  inherent  in  human  nature,  the  unfeeling 
obtuseness  of  the  early  part  of  this  century  was  to 
be  corrected  by  an  extreme,  perhaps  an  excessive, 
sensibility  to  human  suffering  in  the  years  which 
have  followed.  There  was  most  adequate  reason 
for  the  sentiment  in  its  origin,  and  it  had  a  great 
task  to  perform  in  ameliorating  harsh  customs  and 
repealing  dreadful  penalties  ;  but  it  has  continued 
to  repine  at  such  evils  long  after  they  ceased  to  exist, 
and  when  the  only  facts  that  at  all  resemble  them 
are  the  necessary  painfulness  of  due  punishment  and 
the  necessary  rigidity  of  established  law.  Mr. 
Dickens  is  an  example  both  of  the  proper  use  and 
of  the  abuse  of  the  sentiment. 

His  earlier  works  have  many  excellent  descriptions 
of  the  abuses  which  had  descended  to  the  present 
generation  from  others  whose  sympathy  with  pain 
was  less  tender.  Nothing  can  be  better  than  the 
description  of  the  poor  debtors'  gaols  in  Pickwick, 
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or  of  the  old  parochial  authorities  in  Oliver  Twist. 
No  doubt  these  descriptions  are  caricatures,  all 
his  delineations  are  so  ;  but  the  beneficial  use  of 
such  art  can  hardly  be  better  exemplified.  Human 
nature  endures  the  aggravation  of  vices  and  foibles 
in  written  description  better  than  that  of  excellences. 
We  cannot  bear  to  hear  even  the  hero  of  a  book  for 
ever  called  '  just '  ;  we  detest  the  recurring  praise 
even  of  beauty,  much  more  of  virtue.  The  moment 
you  begin  to  exaggerate  a  character  of  true  excellence, 
you  spoil  it ;  the  traits  are  too  delicate  not  to  be 
injured  by  heightening,  or  marred  by  over-emphasis. 
But  a  beadle  is  made  for  caricature.  The  slight 
measure  of  pomposity  that  humanises  his  unfeeling- 
ness  introduces  the  requisite  comic  element ;  even 
the  turnkeys  of  a  debtors'  prison  may  by  skilful 
hands  be  similarly  used.  The  contrast  between  the 
destitute  condition  of  Job  Trotter  and  Mr.  Jingle 
and  their  former  swindling  triumph  is  made  comic 
by  a  rarer  touch  of  unconscious  art.  Mr.  Pickwick's 
warm  heart  takes  so  eager  an  interest  in  the  misery 
of  his  old  enemies,  that  our  colder  nature  is  tempted 
to  smile.  We  endure  the  over-intensity,  at  any 
rate  the  unnecessary  aggravation,  of  the  surrounding 
misery  ;  and  we  endure  it  willingly,  because  it  brings 
out  better  than  anything  else  could  have  done  the 
half-comic  intensity  of  a  sympathetic  nature. 

It  is  painful  to  pass  from  these  happy  instances 
of  well-used  power  to  the  glaring  abuses  of  the  same 
faculty  in  Mr.  Dickens's  later  books.  He  began  by 
describing  really  removable  evils  in  a  style  which 
would  induce  all  persons,  however  insensible,  to 
remove  them  if  they  could ;  he  has  ended  by  de- 
scribing the  natural  evils  and  inevitable  pains  of 
the  present  state  of  being,  in  such  a  manner  as  must 
tend  to  excite  discontent  and  repining.  The  result 
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is  aggravated,  because  Mr.  Dickens  never  ceases 
to  hint  that  these  evils  are  removable,  though  he 
does  not  say  by  what  means.  Nothing  is  easier  than 
to  show  the  evils  of  anything.  Mr.  Dickens  has  not 
unfrequently  spoken,  and,  what  is  worse,  he  has 
taught  a  great  number  of  parrot-like  imitators  to 
speak,  in  what  really  is,  if  they  knew  it,  a  tone  of 
objection  to  the  necessary  constitution  of  human 
society. 

If  you  will  only  write  a  description  of  it,  any  form 
of  government  will  seem  ridiculous.  What  is  more 
absurd  than  a  despotism,  even  at  its  best  ?  A  king 
of  ability  or  an  able  minister  sits  in  an  orderly-room 
filled  with  memorials,  and  returns,  and  documents, 
and  memoranda.  These  are  his  world ;  among 
these  he  of  necessity  lives  and  moves.  Yet  how 
little  of  the  real  life  of  the  nation  he  governs  can  be 
represented  in  an  official  form  !  How  much  of  real 
suffering  is  there  that  statistics  can  never  tell !  how 
much  of  obvious  good  is  there  that  no  memorandum 
to  a  minister  will  ever  mention  !  how  much  deception 
is  there  in  what  such  documents  contain  !  how 
monstrous  must  be  the  ignorance  of  the  closet  states- 
man, after  all  his  life  of  labour,  of  much  that  a 
ploughman  could  tell  him  of  !  A  free  government  is 
almost  worse,  as  it  must  read  in  a  written  delineation. 
Instead  of  the  real  attention  of  a  laborious  and 
anxious  statesman,  we  have  now  the  shifting  caprices 
of  a  popular  assembly — elected  for  one  object, 
deciding  on  another ;  changing  with  the  turn  of 
debate  ;  shifting  in  its  very  composition  ;  one  set 
of  men  coming  down  to  vote  to-day,  to-morrow 
another  and  often  unlike  set,  most  of  them  eager 
for  the  dinner-hour,  actuated  by  unseen  influences, — 
by  a  respect  for  their  constituents,  by  the  dread  of 
an  attorney  in  a  far-off  borough.  What  people  are 
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these  to  control  a  nation's  destinies,  and  wield  the 
power  of  an  empire,  and  regulate  the  happiness  of 
millions !  Either  way,  we  are  at  fault.  Free 
government  seems  an  absurdity,  and  despotism 
is  so  too. 

Again,  every  form  of  law  has  a  distinct  expression, 
a  rigid  procedure,  customary  rules  and  forms.  It  is 
administered  by  human  beings  liable  to  mistake, 
confusion,  and  forgetfulness,  and  in  the  long-run, 
and  on  the  average,  is  sure  to  be  tainted  with  vice 
and  fraud.  Nothing  can  be  easier  than  to  make  a 
case,  as  we  may  say,  against  any  particular  system, 
by  pointing  out  with  emphatic  caricature  its  in- 
evitable miscarriages,  and  by  pointing  out  nothing 
else.  Those  who  so  address  us  may  assume  a  tone 
of  philanthropy,  and  for  ever  exult  that  they  are 
not  so  unfeeling  as  other  men  are  ;  but  the  real 
tendency  of  their  exhortations  is  to  make  men  dis- 
satisfied with  their  inevitable  condition,  and,  what  is 
worse,  to  make  them  fancy  that  its  irremediable 
evils  can  be  remedied,  and  indulge  in  a  succession 
of  vague  strivings  and  restless  changes.  Such, 
however — though  in  a  style  of  expression  somewhat 
different — is  very  much  the  tone  with  which  Mr. 
Dickens  and  his  followers  have  in  later  years  made 
us  familiar.  To  the  second-hand  repeaters  of  a 
cry  so  feeble,  we  can  have  nothing  to  say ;  if  silly 
people  cry  because  they  think  the  world  is  silly,  let 
them  cry ;  but  the  founder  of  the  school  cannot,  we 
are  persuaded,  peruse  without  mirth  the  lachrymose 
eloquence  which  his  disciples  have  perpetrated. 
The  soft  moisture  of  irrelevant  sentiment  cannot 
have  entirely  entered  into  his  soul.  A  truthful  genius 
must  have  forbidden  it.  Let  us  hope  that  his  per- 
nicious example  may  incite  some  one  of  equal  genius 
to  preach  with  equal  efficiency  a  sterner  and  a  wiser 
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gospel ;  but  there  is  no  need  just  now  for  us  to 
preach  it  without  genius. 

There  has  been  much  controversy  about  Mr. 
Dickens's  taste.  A  great  many  cultivated  people 
will  scarcely  concede  that  he  has  any  taste  at  all ; 
a  still  larger  number  of  fervent  admirers  point,  on 
the  other  hand,  to  a  hundred  felicitous  descriptions 
and  delineations  which  abound  in  apt  expressions 
and  skilful  turns  and  happy  images, — in  which  it 
would  be  impossible  to  alter  a  single  word  without 
altering  for  the  worse  ;  and  naturally  inquire  whether 
such  excellences  in  what  is  written  do  not  indicate 
good  taste  in  the  writer.  The  truth  is  that  Mr. 
Dickens  has  what  we  may  call  creative  taste  ;  that 
is  to  say,  the  habit  or  faculty,  whichever  we  may 
choose  to  call  it,  which  at  the  critical  instant  of 
artistic  production  offers  to  the  mind  the  right 
word,  and  the  right  word  only.  If  he  is  engaged  on 
a  good  subject  for  caricature,  there  will  be  no  defect 
of  taste  to  preclude  the  caricature  from  being  ex- 
cellent. But  it  is  only  in  moments  of  imaginative 
production  that  he  has  any  taste  at  all. 

His  works  nowhere  indicate  that  he  possesses  in 
any  degree  the  passive  taste  which  decides  what  is 
good  in  the  writings  of  other  people,  and  what  is  not, 
and  which  performs  the  same  critical  duty  upon  a 
writer's  own  efforts  when  the  confusing  mists  of 
productive  imagination  have  passed  away.  Nor 
has  Mr.  Dickens  the  gentlemanly  instinct  which  in 
many  minds  supplies  the  place  of  purely  critical 
discernment,  and  which,  by  constant  association 
with  those  who  know  what  is  best,  acquires  a  second- 
hand perception  of  that  which  is  best.  He  has  no 
tendency  to  conventionalism  for  good  or  for  evil ; 
his  merits  are  far  removed  from  the  ordinary  path  of 
writers,  and  it  was  not  probably  so  much  effort  to 
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him  as  to  other  men  to  step  so  far  out  of  that  path  : 
he  scarcely  knew  how  far  it  was.  For  the  same 
reason,  he  cannot  tell  how  faulty  his  writing  will 
often  be  thought,  for  he  cannot  tell  what  people  will 
think. 

A  few  pedantic  critics  have  regretted  that  Mr. 
Dickens  had  not  received  what  they  call  a  regular 
education.  And  if  we  understand  their  mean- 
ing, we  believe  they  mean  to  regret  that  he  had 
not  received  a  course  of  discipline  which  would 
probably  have  impaired  his  powers.  A  regular 
education  should  mean  that  ordinary  system  of 
regulation  and  instruction  which  experience  has 
shown  to  fit  men  best  for  the  ordinary  pursuits  of 
life.  It  applies  the  requisite  discipline  to  each  faculty 
in  the  exact  proportion  in  which  that  faculty  is  wanted 
in  the  pursuits  of  life  ;  it  develops  understanding, 
and  memory,  and  imagination,  each  in  accordance 
with  the  scale  prescribed.  To  men  of  ordinary 
faculties  this  is  nearly  essential ;  it  is  the  only  mode 
in  which  they  can  be  fitted  for  the  inevitable  com- 
petition of  existence.  To  men  of  regular  and  sym- 
metrical genius  also,  such  a  training  will  often  be 
beneficial.  The  world  knows  pretty  well  what  are 
the  great  tasks  of  the  human  mind,  and  has  learned 
in  the  course  of  ages  with  some  accuracy  what  is  the 
kind  of  culture  likely  to  promote  their  exact  per- 
formance. A  man  of  abilities  extraordinary  in 
degree  but  harmonious  in  proportion  will  be  the 
better  for  having  submitted  to  the  kind  of  discipline 
which  has  been  ascertained  to  fit  a  man  for  the  work 
to  which  powers  in  that  proportion  are  best  fitted  ; 
he  will  do  what  he  has  to  do  better  and  more  grace- 
fully ;  culture  will  add  a  touch  to  the  finish  of  nature. 

But  the  case  is  very  different  with  men  of  irregular 
and  anomalous  genius,  whose  excellences  consist  in 


CHARLES  DICKENS  199 

the  aggravation  of  some  special  faculty,  or  at  the 
most  of  one  or  two.  The  discipline  which  will  fit 
him  for  the  production  of  great  literary  works  is  that 
which  will  most  develop  the  peculiar  powers  in  which 
he  excels  ;  the  rest  of  the  mind  will  be  far  less  im- 
portant ;  it  will  not  be  likely  that  the  culture  which 
is  adapted  to  promote  this  special  development  will 
also  be  that  which  is  most  fitted  for  expanding  the 
powers  of  common  men  in  common  directions.  The 
precise  problem  is  to  develop  the  powers  of  a  strange 
man  in  a  strange  direction.  In  the  case  of  Mr. 
Dickens,  it  would  have  been  absurd  to  have  shut  up 
his  observant  youth  within  the  walls  of  a  college. 
They  would  have  taught  him  nothing  about  Mrs. 
Gamp  there ;  Sam  Weller  took  no  degree.  The 
kind  of  early  life  fitted  to  develop  the  power  of 
apprehensive  observation  is  a  brooding  life  in  stirring 
scenes  ;  the  idler  in  the  streets  of  life  knows  the 
streets  ;  the  bystander  knows  the  picturesque  effect 
of  life  better  than  the  player ;  and  the  meditative 
idler  amid  the  hum  of  existence  is  much  more  likely 
to  know  its  sound  and  to  take  in  and  comprehend 
its  depths  and  meanings  than  the  scholastic  student 
intent  on  books,  which,  if  they  represent  any  world, 
represent  one  which  has  long  passed  away, — which 
commonly  try  rather  to  develop  the  reasoning 
understanding  than  the  seeing  observation, — which 
are  written  in  languages  that  have  long  been  dead. 
You  will  not  train  by  such  discipline  a  caricaturist 
of  obvious  manners. 

Perhaps,  too,  a  regular  instruction  and  daily  ex- 
perience of  the  searching  ridicule  of  critical  associ- 
ates would  have  detracted  from  the  pluck  which 
Mr.  Dickens  shows  in  all  his  writings.  It  requires 
a  great  deal  of  courage  to  be  a  humorous  writer  ; 
you  are  always  afraid  that  people  will  laugh  at  you 
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instead  of  with  you  :  undoubtedly  there  is  a  certain 
eccentricity  about  it.  You  take  up  the  esteemed 
writers,  Thucydides  and  the  Saturday  Review  ;  after 
all,  they  do  not  make  you  laugh.  It  is  not  the 
function  of  really  artistic  productions  to  contribute 
to  the  mirth  of  human  beings.  All  sensible  men  are 
afraid  of  it,  and  it  is  only  with  an  extreme  effort  that 
a  printed  joke  attains  to  the  perusal  of  the  public : 
the  chances  are  many  to  one  that  the  anxious  pro- 
ducer loses  heart  in  the  correction  of  the  press,  and 
that  the  world  never  laughs  at  all.  Mr.  Dickens  is 
quite  exempt  from  this  weakness.  He  has  what  a 
Frenchman  might  call  the  courage  of  his  faculty. 

The  real  daring  which  is  shown  in  the  Pickwick 
Papers,  in  the  whole  character  of  Mr.  Weller  senior, 
as  well  as  in  that  of  his  son,  is  immense,  far  sur- 
passing any  which  has  been  shown  by  any  other 
contemporary  writer.  The  brooding  irregular  mind 
is  in  its  first  stage  prone  to  this  sort  of  courage.  It 
perhaps  knows  that  its  ideas  are  '  out  of  the  way ;  ' 
but  with  the  infantine  simplicity  of  youth,  it  sup- 
poses that  originality  is  an  advantage.  Persons 
more  familiar  with  the  ridicule  of  their  equals  in 
station  (and  this  is  to  most  men  the  great  instructress 
of  the  college  time)  well  know  that  of  all  qualities 
this  one  most  requires  to  be  clipped  and  pared  and 
measured.  Posterity,  we  doubt  not,  will  be  entirely 
perfect  in  every  conceivable  element  of  judgment  ; 
but  the  existing  generation  like  what  they  have  heard 
before — it  is  much  easier.  It  required  great  courage 
in  Mr.  Dickens  to  write  what  his  genius  has  com- 
pelled them  to  appreciate. 

We  have  throughout  spoken  of  Mr.  Dickens  as  he 
was,  rather  than  as  he  is ;  or,  to  use' a  less  discourteous 
phrase,  and  we  hope  a  truer,  of  his  early  works 
rather  than  of  those  which  are  more  recent.  We 
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could  not  do  otherwise  consistently  with  the  true 
code  of  criticism.  A  man  of  great  genius,  who  has 
written  great  and  enduring  works,  must  be  judged 
mainly  by  them  ;  and  not  by  the  inferior  productions 
which,  from  the  necessities  of  personal  position,  a 
fatal  facility  of  composition,  or  other  cause,  he  may 
pour  forth  at  moments  less  favourable  to  his  powers. 
Those  who  are  called  on  to  review  these  inferior 
productions  themselves,  must  speak  of  them  in  the 
terms  they  may  deserve ;  but  those  who  have  the 
more  pleasant  task  of  estimating  as  a  whole  the 
genius  of  the  writer,  may  confine  their  attention 
almost  wholly  to  those  happier  efforts  which  illustrate 
that  genius. 

We  should  not  like  to  have  to  speak  in  detail  of 
Mr.  Dickens's  later  works,  and  we  have  not  done  so. 
There  are,  indeed,  peculiar  reasons  why  a  genius 
constituted  as  his  is  (at  least  if  we  are  correct  in  the 
view  which  we  have  taken  of  it)  would  not  endure 
without  injury  during  a  long  life  the  applause  of 
the  many,  the  temptations  of  composition,  and  the 
general  excitement  of  existence.  Even  in  his  earlier 
works  it  was  impossible  not  to  fancy  that  there  was 
a  weakness  of  fibre  unfavourable  to  the  longevity 
of  excellence.  This  was  the  effect  of  his  deficiency 
in  those  masculine  faculties  of  which  we  have  said 
so  much, — the  reasoning  understanding  and  firm 
far-seeing  sagacity.  It  is  these  two  component 
elements  which  stiffen  the  mind,  and  give  a  consist- 
ency to  the  creed  and  a  coherence  to  its  effects, — 
which  enable  it  to  protect  itself  from  the  rush  of 
circumstances.  If  to  a  deficiency  in  these  we  add 
an  extreme  sensibility  to  circumstances, — a  mobility, 
as  Lord  Byron  used  to  call  it,  of  emotion,  which  is 
easily  impressed,  and  still  more  easily  carried  away 
by  impression, — we  have  the  idea  of  a  character 
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peculiarly  unfitted  to  bear  the  flux  of  time  and 
chance.  A  man  of  very  great  determination  could 
hardly  bear  up  against  them  with  such  slight  aids 
from  within  and  with  such  peculiar  sensibility  to 
temptation.  A  man  of  merely  ordinary  deter- 
mination would  succumb  to  it ;  and  Mr.  Dickens  has 
succumbed. 

His  position  was  certainly  unfavourable.  He  has 
told  us  that  the  works  of  his  later  years,  inferior 
as  all  good  critics  have  deemed  them,  have  yet  been 
more  read  than  those  of  his  earlier  and  healthier  years. 
The  most  characteristic  part  of  his  audience,  the 
lower  middle  class,  were  ready  to  receive  with  delight 
the  least  favourable  productions  of  genius.  Human 
nature  cannot  endure  this  ;  it  is  too  much  to  have 
to  endure  a  coincident  temptation  both  from  within 
and  from  without.  Mr.  Dickens  was  too  much 
inclined  by  natural  disposition  to  lachrymose 
eloquence  and  exaggerated  caricature.  Such  was 
the  kind  of  writing  which  he  wrote  most  easily.  He 
found  likewise  that  such  was  the  kind  of  writing 
that  was  read  most  readily  ;  and  of  course  he  wrote 
that  kind.  Who  would  have  done  otherwise  ? 
No  critic  is  entitled  to  speak  very  harshly  of  such 
degeneracy,  if  he  is  not  sure  that  he  could  have 
coped  with  difficulties  so  peculiar.  If  that  rule  is 
to  be  observed,  who  is  there  that  will  not  be  silent  ? 
No  other  Englishman  has  attained  such  a  hold  on 
the  vast  populace  ;  it  is  little,  therefore,  to  say  that 
no  other  has  surmounted  its  attendant  temptations 
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NOTHING  is  so  transitory  as  second-class  fame. 
The  name  of  Lady  Mary  Wortley  Montagu  is  hardly 
now  known  to  the  great  mass  of  ordinary  English 
readers.  A  generation  has  arisen  which  has  had 
time  to  forget  her.  Yet  only  a  few  years  since, 
an  allusion  to  the  '  Lady  Mary '  would  have  been 
easily  understood  by  every  well-informed  person ; 
young  ladies  were  enjoined  to  form  their  style  upon 
hers  ;  and  no  one  could  have  anticipated  that  her 
letters  would  seem  in  1862  as  different  from  what 
a  lady  of  rank  would  then  write  or  publish  as  if 
they  had  been  written  in  the  times  of  paganism. 
The  very  change,  however,  of  popular  taste  and 
popular  morality  gives  these  letters  now  a  kind  of 
interest.  The  farther  and  the  more  rapidly  we 
have  drifted  from  where  we  once  lay,  the  more 
do  we  wish  to  learn  what  kind  of  port  it  was.  We 
venture,  therefore,  to  recommend  the  letters  of 
Lady  Mary  Wortley  Montagu  as  an  instructive 
and  profitable  study,  not  indeed  to  the  youngest 
of  young  ladies,  but  to  those  maturer  persons  of 
either  sex  '  who  have  taken  all  knowledge  to  be 
their  province,'  and  who  have  commenced  their 

1  [NATIONAL.  REI/IEIV,  January  1862.]  The  Letters  and  Works 
of  Lady  Alary  Wortley  Montagu-  Edited  by  her  Great-grandson, 
Lord  Wharncliffe.  Third  edition,  with  Additions  and  Corrections 
derived  from  the  original  Manuscripts,  illustrative  Notes,  and  a 
New  Memoir.  By  W.  Moy  Thomas.  In  two  volumes.  London  : 
Henry  Bonn. 
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readings  in  '  universality '  by  an  assiduous  perusal 
of  Parisian  fiction. 

It  is,  we  admit,  true  that  these  letters  are  not 
at  the  present  day  very  agreeable  reading.  What 
our  grandfathers  and  grandmothers  thought  of 
them  it  is  not  so  easy  to  say.  But  it  now  seems 
clear  that  Lady  Mary  was  that  most  miserable  of 
miserable  beings,  an  ambitious  and  wasted  woman  ; 
that  she  brought  a  very  cultivated  intellect  into 
a  very  cultivated  society ;  that  she  gave  to  that 
society  what  it  was  most  anxious  to  receive,  and 
received  from  it  all  which  it  had  to  bestow ; — and 
yet  that  this  all  was  to  her  as  nothing.  The  high 
intellectual  world  of  England  has  never  been  so 
compact,  so  visible  in  a  certain  sense,  so  enjoyable, 
as  it  was  in  her  time.  She  had  a  mind  to  under- 
stand it,  beauty  to  adorn  it,  and  wit  to  amuse  it  ; 
but  she  chose  to  pass  great  part  of  her  life  in  exile, 
and  returned  at  last  to  die  at  home  among  a  new 
generation,  whose  name  she  hardly  knew,  and  to 
whom  she  herself  was  but  a  spectacle  and  a  wonder. 

Lady  Mary  Pierrepont — for  that  was  by  birth 
her  name — belonged  to  a  family  which  had  a  tradi- 
tional reputation  for  ability  and  cultivation.  The 
Memoirs  of  Lucy  Hutchinson — (almost  the  only 
legacy  that  remains  to  us  from  the  first  generation 
of  refined  Puritans,  the  only  book,  at  any  rate, 
which  effectually  brings  home  to  us  how  different 
they  were  in  taste  and  in  temper  from  their  more 
vulgar  and  feeble  successors) — contains  a  curious 
panegyric  on  wise  William  Pierrepont,  to  whom 
the  Parliamentary  party  resorted  as  an  oracle  of 
judgment,  and  whom  Cromwell  himself,  if  tradition 
may  be  trusted,  at  times  condescended  to  consult 
and  court.  He  did  not,  however,  transmit  much 
of  his  discretion  to  his  grandson,  Lady  Mary's  father. 
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This  nobleman,  for  he  inherited  from  an  elder  branch 
of  the  family  both  the  marquisate  of  Dorchester 
and  the  dukedom  of  Kingston,  was  a  mere  man 
'  about  town/  as  the  homely  phrase  then  went, 
who  passed  a  long  life  of  fashionable  idleness  inter- 
spersed with  political  intrigue,  and  who  signalised 
his  old  age  by  marrying  a  young  beauty  of  fewer 
years  than  his  youngest  daughter,  who,  as  he  very 
likely  knew,  cared  nothing  for  him  and  much  for 
another  person.  He  had  the  '  grand  air,'  however, 
and  he  expected  his  children,  when  he  visited  them, 
to  kneel  down  immediately  and  ask  his  blessing, 
which,  if  his  character  was  what  is  said,  must  have 
been  very  valuable. 

The  only  attention  he  ever  (that  we  know  of) 
bestowed  on  Lady  Mary  was  a  sort  of  theatrical 
outrage,  pleasant  enough  to  her  at  the  time,  but 
scarcely  in  accordance  with  the  educational  theories 
in  which  we  now  believe.  He  was  a  member  of 
the  Kit-Cat,  a  great  Whig  club,  the  Brooks's  of 
Queen  Anne's  time,  which,  like  Brooks's,  appears 
not  to  have  been  purely  political,  but  to  have  found 
time  for  occasional  relaxation  and  for  somewhat 
unbusiness-like  discussions.  They  held  annually 
a  formal  meeting  to  arrange  the  female  toasts  for 
that  year  ;  and  we  are  told  that  a  whim  seized 
her  father  to  nominate  Lady  Mary,  '  then  not  eight 
years  old,  a  candidate ;  alleging  that  she  was  far 
prettier  than  any  lady  on  their  list.  The  other 
members  demurred,  because  the  rules  of  the  club 
forbade  them  to  elect  a  beauty  whom  they  had 
never  seen.  "  Then  you  shall  see  her,"  cried  he ; 
and  in  the  gaiety  of  the  moment  sent  orders  home 
to  have  her  finely  dressed  and  brought  to  him  at 
the  tavern,  where  she  was  received  with  acclama- 
tions, her  claim  unanimously  allowed,  her  health 
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drunk  by  every  one  present,  and  her  name  engraved 
in  due  form  upon  a  drinking-glass. 

'  The  company  consisting  of  some  of  the  most 
eminent  men  in  England,  she  went  from  the  lap 
of  one  poet,  or  patriot,  or  statesman,  to  the  arms 
of  another,  was  feasted  with  sweetmeats,  over- 
whelmed with  caresses,  and  what  perhaps  already 
pleased  her  better  than  either,  heard  her  wit  and 
beauty  loudly  extolled  on  every  side.  Pleasure,  she 
said,  was  too  poor  a  word  to  express  her  sensations; 
they  amounted  to  ecstasy  :  never  again,  throughout 
her  whole  future  life,  did  she  pass  so  happy  a  day. 
Nor,  indeed,  could  she ;  for  the  love  of  admiration, 
which  this  scene  was  calculated  to  excite  or  increase, 
could  never  again  be  so  fully  gratified ;  there  is 
always  some  alloying  ingredient  in  the  cup,  some 
drawback  upon  the  triumphs,  of  grown  people. 
Her  father  carried  on  the  frolic,  and,  we  may  con- 
clude, confirmed  the  taste,  by  having  her  picture 
painted  for  the  club-room,  that  she  might  be  enrolled 
a  regular  toast.'  Perhaps  some  young  ladies  of 
more  than  eight  years  old  would  not  much  object 
to  have  lived  in  those  times.  Fathers  may  be  wiser 
now  than  they  were  then,  but  they  rarely  make 
themselves  so  thoroughly  agreeable  to  their  children. 

This  stimulating  education  would  leave  a  weak 
and  vain  girl  still  more  vain  and  weak  ;  but  it  had 
not  that  effect  on  Lady  Mary.  Vain  she  probably 
was,  and  her  father's  boastfulness  perhaps  made  her 
vainer ;  but  her  vanity  took  an  intellectual  turn. 
She  read  vaguely  and  widely ;  she  managed  to 
acquire  some  knowledge — how  much  is  not  clear — 
of  Greek  and  Latin,  and  certainly  learned  with 
sufficient  thoroughness  French  and  Italian.  She 
used  to  say  that  she  had  the  worst  education  in 
the  world,  and  that  it  was  only  by  the  '  help^of  an 
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uncommon  memory  and  indefatigable  labour '  that 
she  had  acquired  her  remarkable  attainments.  Her 
father  certainly  seems  to  have  been  capable  of  any 
degree  of  inattention  and  neglect ;  but  we  should 
not  perhaps  credit  too  entirely  all  the  legends 
which  an  old  lady  recounted  to  her  grandchildren 
of  the  intellectual  difficulties  of  her  youth. 

She  seems  to  have  been  encouraged  by  her  grand- 
mother, one  of  the  celebrated  Evelyn  family,  whose 
memory  is  enigmatically  but  still  expressively  en- 
shrined in  the  diary  of  the  author  of  Sylva.  '  Under 
this  date/  we  are  informed,  '  of  the  2nd  of  July  1649, 
he  records  a  day  spent  at  Godstone,  where  Sir  John  ' 
(this  lady's  father)  '  was  on  a  visit  with  his  daughter  ; ' 
and  he  adds :  '  Mem.  The  prodigious  memory 
of  Sir  John  of  Wilts's  daughter,  since  married  to 
Mr.  W.  Pierrepont.'  The  lady  who  was  thus  formid- 
able in  her  youth  deigned  in  her  old  age  to  write 
frequently,  as  we  should  now  say, — to  open  a  '  regular 
commerce '  of  letters,  as  was  said  in  that  age — 
with  Lady  Mary  when  quite  a  girl,  which  she  always 
believed  to  have  been  beneficial  to  her,  and  probably 
believed  rightly ;  for  she  was  intelligent  enough 
to  comprehend  what  was  said  to  her,  and  the  old 
lady  had  watched  many  changes  in  many  things. 

Her  greatest  intellectual  guide,  at  least  so  in 
after  life  she  used  to  relate,  was  Mr.  Wortley,  whom 
she  afterwards  married.  '  When  I  was  young,' 
she  said,  '  I  was  a  great  admirer  of  Ovid's  Meta- 
morphoses, and  that  was  one  of  the  chief  reasons 
that  set  me  upon  the  thoughts  of  stealing  the  Latin 
language.  Mr.  Wortley  was  the  only  person  to 
whom  I  communicated  my  design,  and  he  encouraged 
me  in  it.  I  used  to  study  five  or  six  hours  a  day 
for  two  years  in  my  father's  library ;  and  so  got 
that  language,  whilst  every  body  else  thought  I  was 
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reading  nothing  but  novels  and  romances.'  She 
perused,  however,  some  fiction  also  ;  for  she  pos- 
sessed, till  her  death,  the  whole  library  of  Mrs. 
Lennox's  Female  Quixote,  a  ponderous  series  of 
novels  in  folio,  in  one  of  which  she  had  written, 
in  her  fairest  youthful  hand,  the  names  and  character- 
istic qualities  of  '  the  beautiful  Diana,  the  volatile 
Clemene,  the  melancholy  Doris,  Celadon  the  faithful, 
Adamas  the  wise,  and  so  on,  forming  two  columns.' 

Of  Mr.  Wortley  it  is  not  difficult,  from  the  materials 
before  us,  to  decipher  the  character  ;  he  was  a  slow 
man,  with  a  taste  for  quick  companions.  Swift's 
diary  to  Stella  mentions  an  evening  spent  over  a 
bottle  of  old  wine  with  Mr.  Wortley  and  Mr.  Addison. 
Mr.  Wortley  was  a  rigid  Whig,  and  Swift's  transition 
to  Toryism  soon  broke  short  that  friendship.  But 
with  Addison  he  maintained  an  intimacy  which 
lasted  during  their  joint  lives,  and  survived  the 
marriages  of  both.  With  Steele  likewise  he  was 
upon  the  closest  terms,  is  said  to  have  written  some 
papers  in  the  Taller  and  Spectator ;  and  the  second 
volume  of  the  former  is  certainly  dedicated  to  him 
in  affectionate  and  respectful  terms. 

Notwithstanding,  however,  these  conspicuous  testi- 
monials to  high  ability,  Mr.  Wortley  was  an  orderly 
and  dull  person.  Every  letter  received  by  him 
from  his  wife  during  five- and- twenty  years  of  absence, 
was  found,  at  his  death,  carefully  endorsed  with 
the  date  of  its  arrival,  and  with  a  synopsis  of  its 
contents.  '  He  represented,'  we  are  told,  '  at  various 
times,  Huntingdon,  Westminster,  and  Peterborough 
in  Parliament,  and  appears  to  have  been  a  member 
of  that  class  who  win  respectful  attention  by  sober 
and  business-like  qualities  ;  and  his  name  is  con- 
stantly found  in  the  drier  and  more  formal  part 
of  the  politics  of  the  time.'  He  answered  to  the 


LADY  MARY  WORTLEY  MONTAGU    209 

description  given  more  recently  of  a  similar  person : 

'  Is  not,'  it  was  asked,  '  Sir  John  a  very 

methodical  person  ? '  '  Certainly  he  is,'  was  the 
reply,  '  he  files  his  invitations  to  dinner.'  The 
Wortley  papers,  according  to  the  descriptions  of 
those  who  have  inspected  them,  seem  to  contain 
the  accumulations  of  similar  documents  during 
many  years.  He  hoarded  money,  however,  to 
more  purpose,  for  he  died  one  of  the  richest  com- 
moners in  England ;  and  a  considerable  part  of  the 
now  marvellous  wealth  of  the  Bute  family  seems 
at  first  to  have  been  derived  from  him. 

Whatever  good  qualities  Addison  and  Steele 
discovered  in  Mr.  Wortley,  they  were  certainly 
not  those  of  a  good  writer.  We  have  from  his  pen 
and  from  that  of  Lady  Mary  a  description  of  the 
state  of  English  politics  during  the  three  first  years 
of  George  in.,  and  any  one  who  wishes  to  under- 
stand how  much  readability  depends  upon  good 
writing  would  do  well  to  compare  the  two.  Lady 
Mary's  is  a  clear  and  bright  description  of  all  the 
superficial  circumstances  of  the  time  ;  Mr.  Wortley's 
is  equally  superficial,  often  unintelligible  and  always 
lumbering,  and  scarcely  succeeds  in  telling  us  more 
than  that  the  writer  was  wholly  unsuccessful  in 
all  which  he  tried  to  do.  As  to  Mr.  Wortley's  con- 
tributions to  the  periodicals  of  his  time,  we  may 
suspect  that  the  jottings  preserved  at  [San don] 
are  all  which  he  ever  wrote  of  them,  and  that  the 
style  and  arrangement  were  supplied  by  more  skilful 
writers.  Even  a  county  member  might  furnish 
headings  for  the  Saturday  Review.  He  might  say  : 
'  Trent  British  vessel — Americans  always  intrusive — 
Support  Government — Kill  all  that  is  necessary.' 

What  Lady  Mary  discovered  in  Mr.  Wortley  it 
is  easier  to  say  and  shorter,  for  he  was  very  hand- 

VOL.  ii. — 14 
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some.  If  his  portrait  can  be  trusted,  there  was  a 
placid  and  business-like  repose  about  him,  which 
might  easily  be  attractive  to  a  rather  excitable  and 
wild  young  lady,  especially  when  combined  with 
imposing  features  and  a  quiet  sweet  expression. 
He  attended  to  her  also.  When  she  was  a  girl  of 
fourteen,  he  met  her  at  a  party,  and  evinced  his 
admiration.  And  a  little  while  later,  it  is  not  diffi- 
cult to  fancy  that  a  literary  young  lady  might  be 
much  pleased  with  a  good-looking  gentleman  not 
uncomfortably  older  than  herself,  yet  having  a  place 
in  the  world,  and  well  known  to  the  literary  men 
of  the  age.  He  was  acquainted  with  the  classics 
too,  or  was  supposed  to  be  so ;  and,  whether  it 
was  a  consequence  of  or  a  preliminary  to  their 
affections,  Lady  Mary  wished  to  know  the  classics 
also. 

Bishop  Burnet  was  so  kind  as  to  superintend 
the  singular  studies — for  such  they  were  clearly 
thought — of  this  aristocratic  young  lady ;  and 
the  translation  of  the  Enchiridion  of  Epictetus, 
which  he  revised,  is  printed  in  this  edition  of  her 
works.  But  even  so  grave  an  undertaking  could 
not  wholly  withdraw  her  from  more  congenial  pur- 
suits. She  commenced  a  correspondence  with  Miss 
Wortley,  Mr.  Wortley's  unmarried  sister,  which 
still  remains,  though  Miss  Wortley's  letters  are 
hardly  to  be  called  hers,  for  her  brother  composed, 
and  she  merely  copied  them.  The  correspondence 
is  scarcely  in  the  sort  of  English  or  in  the  tone  which 
young  ladies,  we  understand,  now  use. 

'  Is  is  as  impossible,'  says  Miss  Wortley,  '  for  my  dearest 
Lady  Mary  to  utter  a  thought  that  can  seem  dull  as  to  put 
on  a  look  that  is  not  beautiful.  Want  of  wit  is  a  fault  that 
those  who  envy  you  most  would  not  be  able  to  find  in  your 
kind  compliments.  To  me  they  seem  perfect,  since  repeated 
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assurances  of  your  kindness  forbid  me  to  question  their  sin- 
cerity. You  have  often  found  that  the  most  angry,  nay, 
the  most  neglectful  air  you  can  assume,  has  made  as  deep 
a  wound  as  the  kindest ;  and  these  lines  of  yours,  that  you 
tax  with  dulness  (perhaps  because  they  were  writ  when  you 
was  not  in  a  right  humour,  or  when  your  thoughts  were  else- 
where employed),  are  so  far  from  deserving  the  imputation, 
that  the  very  turn  of  your  expression,  had  I  forgot  the  rest 
of  your  charms,  would  be  sufficient  to  make  me  lament  the 
only  fault  you  have — your  inconstancy.'  J 

To  which  the  reply  is  :— 

'  I  am  infinitely  obliged  to  you,  my  dear  Mrs.  Wortley, 
for  the  wit,  beauty,  and  other  fine  qualities  you  so  generously 
bestow  upon  me.  Next  to  receiving  them  from  heaven,  you 
are  the  person  from  whom  I  would  chuse  to  receive  gifts  and 
graces  :  I  am  very  well  satisfied  to  owe  them  to  your  own 
delicacy  of  imagination,  which  represents  to  you  the  idea  of  a 
fine  lady,  and  you  have  good  nature  enough  to  fancy  I  am  she. 
All  this  is  mighty  well,  but  you  do  not  stop  there  ;  imagina- 
tion is  boundless.  After  giving  me  imaginary  wit  and  beauty, 
you  give  me  imaginary  passions,  and  you  tell  me  I'm  in 
love  :  if  I  am  it  is  a  perfect  sin  of  ignorance,  for  I  don't  so 
much  as  know  the  man's  name  :  I  have  been  studying  these 
three  hours,  and  cannot  guess  who  you  mean.  I  passed 
the  days  of  Nottingham  races  [at]  Thoresby  without  seeing, 
or  even  wishing  to  see,  one  of  the  sex.  Now,  if  I  am  in  love, 
I  have  very  hard  fortune  to  conceal  it  so  industriously  from 
my  own  knowledge,  and  yet  discover  it  so  much  to  other 
people.  "Pis  against  all  form  to  have  such  a  passion  as  that, 
without  giving  one  sigh  for  the  matter.  Pray  tell  me  the 
name  of  him  I  love,  that  I  may  (according  to  the  laudable 
custom  of  lovers)  sigh  to  the  woods  and  groves  hereabouts, 
and  teach  it  to  the  echo.'  3 

1  After  some  time  Miss  Wortley  unfortunately  died, 
and  there  was  an  obvious  difficulty  in  continuing 
the  correspondence  without  the  aid  of  an  appropriate 
sisterly  screen.  Mr.  Wortley  seems  to  have  been 
tranquil  and  condescending ;  perhaps  he  thought 
placid  tactics  would  be  most  effective,  for  Lady  Mary 
was  not  so  calm.  He  sent  her  some  Tatters,  and 

1  1 5th  August  1709.  a  2 ist  August  1709. 
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received,  by  way  of  thanks,  the  following  tolerably 
encouraging  letter  : — 

'  To  Mr.  Wortley  Montagu. 

'  I  am  surprized  at  one  of  the  Toilers  you  send  me ;  is  it 
possible  to  have  any  sort  of  esteem  for  a  person  one  believes 
capable  of  having  such  trifling  inclinations  ?  Mr.  Bicker- 
staff  has  very  wrong  notions  of  our  sex.  I  can  say  there  are 
some  of  us  that  despise  charms  of  show,  and  all  the  pageantry 
of  greatness,  perhaps  with  more  ease  than  any  of  the  philo- 
sophers. In  contemning  the  world,  they  seem  to  take  pains 
to  contemn  it  ;  we  despise  it,  without  taking  the  pains  to 
read  lessons  of  morality  to  make  us  do  it.  At  least  I  know 
I  have  always  looked  upon  it  with  contempt,  without  being 
at  the  expense  of  one  serious  reflection  to  oblige  me  to  it. 
I  carry  the  matter  yet  farther  ;  was  I  to  choose  of  two  thou- 
sand pounds  a  year  or  twenty  thousand,  the  first  would  be 
my  choice.  There  is  something  of  an  unavoidable  embarras 
in  making  what  is  called  a  great  figure  in  the  world  ;  [it] 
takes  off  from  the  happiness  of  life  ;  I  hate  the  noise  and 
hurry  inseparable  from  great  estates  and  titles,  and  look 
upon  both  as  blessings  that  ought  only  to  be  given  to  fools, 
for  'tis  only  to  them  that  they  are  blessings.  The  pretty 
fellows  you  speak  of,  I  own,  entertain  me  sometimes  ;  but  is 
it  impossible  to  be  diverted  with  what  one  despises  ?  I  can 
laugh  at  a  puppet-show  ;  at  the  same  time  I  know  there  is 
nothing  in  it  worth  my  attention  or  regard.  General  notions 
are  generally  wrong.  Ignorance  and  folly  are  thought  the 
best  foundations  for  virtue,  as  if  not  knowing  what  a  good 
wife  is  was  necessary  to  make  one  so.  I  confess  that  can 
never  be  my  way  of  reasoning ;  as  I  always  forgive  an  injury 
when  I  think  it  not  done  out  of  malice,  I  can  never  think 
myself  obliged  by  what  is  done  without  design.  Give  me 
leave  to  say  it  (I  know  it  sounds  vain),  I  know  how  to  make 
a  man  of  sense  happy ;  but  then  that  man  must  resolve  to 
contribute  something  towards  it  himself.  I  have  so  much 
esteem  for  you,  I  should  be  very  sorry  to  hear  you  was  un- 
happy ;  but  for  the  world  I  would  not  be  the  instrument  of 
making  you  so  ;  which  (of  the  humour  you  are)  is  hardly  to 
be  avoided  if  I  am  your  wife.  You  distrust  me — I  can 
neither  be  easy,  nor  loved,  where  I  am  distrusted.  Nor  do 
I  believe  your  passion  for  me  is  what  you  pretend  it ;  at  least 
I  am  sure  was  I  in  love  I  could  not  talk  as  you  do.  Few 
women  would  have  spoke  so  plainly  as  I  have  done ;  but  to 
dissemble  is  among  the  things  I  never  do.  I  take  more  pains 
to  approve  my  conduct  to  myself  than  to  the  world  ;  and 
would  not  have  to  accuse  myself  of  a  minute's  deceit.  I 
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wish  I  loved  you  enough  to  devote  myself  to  be  for  ever  miser- 
able, for  the  pleasure  of  a  day  or  two's  happiness.  I  cannot 
resolve  upon  it.  You  must  think  otherwise  of  me,  or  not 
at  all. 

'  I  don't  enjoin  you  to  burn  this  letter.  I  know  you  will. 
'Tis  the  first  I  ever  writ  to  one  of  your  sex,  and  shall  be  the 
last.  You  must  never  expect  another.  I  resolve  against  all 
correspondence  of  the  kind  ;  my  resolutions  are  seldom  made, 
and  never  broken.'  l 

Mr.  Wortley,  however,  still  grumbled.  He  seems 
to  have  expected  a  young  lady  to  do  something  even 
more  decisive  than  ask  him  to  marry  her.  He  con- 
tinued to  hesitate  and  pause.  The  lady  in  the 
comedy  says,  '  What  right  has  a  man  to  intend 
unless  he  states  his  intentions  ?  '  and  Lady  Mary's 
biographers  are  entirely  of  that  opinion.  They 
think  her  exceedingly  ill-used,  and  Mr.  Wortley 
exceedingly  to  blame.  And  so  it  may  have  been  ; 
certainly  a  love-correspondence  is  rarely  found 
where  activity  and  intrepidity  on  the  lady's  side  so 
much  contrasts  with  quiescence  and  timidity  on 
the  gentleman's.  If,  however,  we  could  summon 
him  before  us,  probably  Mr.  Wortley  would  have 
something  to  answer  on  his  own  behalf.  It  is  toler- 
ably plain  that  he  thought  Lady  Mary  too  excitable. 
'  Certainly,'  he  doubtless  reasoned,  '  she  is  a  hand- 
some young  lady,  and  very  witty;  but  beauty  and 
wit  are  dangerous  as  well  as  attractive.  Vivacity 
is  delightful ;  but  my  esteemed  friend  Mr.  Addison 
has  observed  that  excessive  quickness  of  parts  is 
not  unfrequently  the  cause  of  extreme  rapidity 
in  action.  Lady  Mary  makes  love  to  me  before 
marriage,  and  I  like  it ;  but  may  she  not  make 
love  also  to  some  one  else  after  marriage  ?  and 
then  I  shall  not  like  it.'  Accordingly  he  writes 
to  her  timorously  as  to  her  love  of  pleasure,  her 

1  28th  March  1710. 
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love  of  romantic  reading,  her  occasional  toleration 
of  younger  gentlemen  and  quicker  admirers.  At 
last,  however,  he  proposed ;  and,  as  far  as  the  lady 
was  concerned,  there  was  no  objection. 

We  might  have  expected,  from  a  superficial  view 
of  the  facts,  that  there  would  have  been  no  difficulty 
either  on  the  side  of  her  father.  Mr.  Wortley  died 
one  of  the  richest  commoners  in  England  ;  was  of 
the  first  standing  in  society,  of  good  family,  and  he 
had  apparently,  therefore,  money  to  settle  and 
station  to  offer  to  his  bride.  And  he  did  offer  both. 
He  was  ready  to  settle  an  ample  sum  on  Lady  Mary, 
both  as  his  wife  and  as  his  widow,  and  was  anxious 
that,  if  they  married,  they  should  live  in  a  manner 
suitable  to  her  rank  and  his  prospects.  But  never- 
theless there  was  a  difficulty. 

The  Taller  had  recently  favoured  its  readers 
with  dissertations  upon  social  ethics  not  altogether 
dissimilar  to  those  with  which  the  Saturday  Review 
frequently  instructs  its  readers.  One  of  those  dis- 
sertations 1  contained  an  elaborate  exposure  of  the 
folly  of  settling  your  estate  upon  your  unborn 
children.  The  arguments  were  of  a  sort  very  easily 
imaginable.  '  Why,'  it  was  said,  '  should  you  give 
away  that  which  you  have  to  a  person  whom  you 
do  not  know ;  whom  you  may  never  see ;  whom  you 
may  not  like  when  you  do  see  ;  who  may  be  undutiful, 
unpleasant,  or  idiotic  ?  Why,  too,  should  each 
generation  surrender  its  due  control  over  the  next  ? 
When  the  family  estate  is  settled,  men  of  the 
world  know  that  the  father's  control  is  gone,  for 
disinterested  filial  affection  is  an  unfrequent  though 
doubtless  possible  virtue  ;  but  so  long  as  property 
is  in  suspense,  all  expectants  will  be  attentive  to 
those  who  have  it  in  their  power  to  give  or  not  to 
1  No.  233,  i2th  September  1710.  [P.M.] 
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give  it.'  These  arguments  had  converted  Mr. 
Wortley,  who  is  said  even  to  have  contributed  notes 
for  the  article,  and  they  seem  to  have  converted 
Lady  Mary  also.  She  was  to  have  her  money,  and 
the  most  plain-spoken  young  ladies  do  not  commonly 
care  to  argue  much  about  the  future  provision  for 
their  possible  children  ;  the  subject  is  always  delicate 
and  a  little  frightful,  and  on  the  whole,  must  be 
left  to  themselves.  But  Lord  Dorchester,  her 
father,  felt  it  is  his  duty  to  be  firm.  It  is  an  old 
saying,  that  '  you  never  know  where  a  man's  con- 
science may  turn  up/  and  the  advent  of  ethical 
feeling  was  in  this  case  even  unusually  beyond 
calculation. 

Lord  Dorchester  had  never  been  an  anxious  father, 
and  was  not  now  going  to  be  a  liberal  father.  He 
had  never  cared  much  about  Lady  Mary,  except  in 
so  far  as  he  could  himself  gain  eclat  by  exhibiting 
her  youthful  beauty,  and  he  was  not  now  at  her 
marriage  about  to  do  at  all  more  than  was  necessary 
and  decent  in  his  station.  It  was  not  therefore 
apparently  probable  that  he  would  be  irritatingly 
obstinate  respecting  the  income  of  his  daughter's 
children.  He  was  so,  however.  He  deemed  it  a 
duty  to  see  that  '  his  grandchild  never  should  be  a 
beggar,'  and,  for  what  reason  does  not  so  clearly 
appear,  wished  that  his  eldest  male  grandchild  should 
be  immensely  richer  than  all  his  other  grandchildren. 
The  old  feudal  aristocrat,  often  in  modern  Europe 
so  curiously  disguised  in  the  indifferent  exterior  of 
a  careless  man  of  the  world,  was,  as  became  him, 
dictatorial  and  unalterable  upon  the  duty  of  found- 
ing a  family.  Though  he  did  not  care  much  for 
his  daughter,  he  cared  much  for  the  position  of 
his  daughter's  eldest  son.  He  had  probably  stumbled 
on  the  fundamental  truth  that  '  girls  were  girls,  and 
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boys  were  boys,'  and  was  disinclined  to  disregard 
the  rule  of  primogeniture  by  which  he  had  obtained 
his  marquisate,  and  from  which  he  expected  a  duke- 
dom. 

Mr.  Wortley,  however,  was  through  life  a  man, 
if  eminent  in  nothing  else,  eminent  at  least  in 
obstinacy.  He  would  not  give  up  the  doctrine  of 
the  Tatter  even  to  obtain  Lady  Mary.  The  match 
was  accordingly  abandoned,  and  Lord  Dorchester 
looked  out  for  and  found  another  gentleman  whom 
he  proposed  to  make  his  son-in-  law ;  for  he  believed, 
according  to  the  old  morality.  '  that  it  was  the  duty 
of  the  parents  to  find  a  husband  for  a  daughter,  and 
that  when  he  was  found,  it  was  the  daughter's  duty 
to  marry  him.'  It  was  as  wrong  in  her  to  attempt 
to  choose  as  in  him  to  neglect  to  seek.  Lady  Mary 
was,  however,  by  no  means  disposed  to  accept  this 
passive  theory  of  female  obligation.  She  had  sought 
and  chosen  ;  and  to  her  choice  she  intended  to 
adhere.  The  conduct  of  Mr.  Wortley  would  have 
offended  some  ladies,  but  it  rather  augmented  her 
admiration.  She  had  exactly  that  sort  of  irritable 
intellect  which  sets  an  undue  value  on  new  theories 
of  society  and  morality,  and  is  pleased  when  others 
do  so  too.  She  thought  Mr.  Wortley  was  quite 
right  not  to  '  defraud  himself  for  a  possible  infant,' 
and  admired  his  constancy  and  firmness.  She 
determined  to  risk  a  step,  as  she  herself  said,  un- 
justifiable to  her  own  relatives,  but  which  she  never- 
theless believed  that  she  could  justify  to  herself. 
She  decided  on  eloping  with  Mr.  Wortley. 

Before,  however,  taking  this  audacious  leap,  she 
looked  a  little.  Though  she  did  not  object  to  the 
sacrifice  of  the  customary  inheritance  of  her  con- 
tingent son,  she  by  no  means  approved  of  sacrificing 
the  settlement  which  Mr.  Wortley  had  undertaken 
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at  a  prior  period  of  the  negotiation  to  make  upon 
herself.  And,  according  to  common  sense,  she  was 
undoubtedly  judicious.  She  was  going  from  her 
father,  and  foregoing  the  money  which  he  had 
promised  her  ;  and  therefore  it  was  not  reasonable 
that,  by  going  to  her  lover,  she  should  forfeit  also  the 
money  which  he  had  promised  her.  And  there  is 
nothing  offensive  in  her  mode  of  expression.  '  Tis 
something  odd  for  a  woman  that  brings  nothing  to 
expect  anything  ;  but  after  the  way  of  my  education, 
I  dare  not  pretend  to  live  but  in  some  degree  suitable 
to  it.  I  had  rather  die  than  return  to  a  dependency 
upon  relations  I  have  disobliged.  Save  me  from 
that  fear,  if  you  love  me.  If  you  cannot,  or  think  I 
ought  not  to  expect  it,  be  sincere  and  tell  me  so. 
'  Tis  better  I  should  not  be  yours  at  all,  than,  for  a 
short  happiness,  involve  myself  in  ages  of  misery. 
I  hope  there  will  never  be  occasion  for  this  pre- 
caution ;  but,  however,  'tis  necessary  to  make  it.' 
But  true  and  rational  as  all  this  seems,  perhaps 
it  is  still  truer  and  still  more  rational  to  say  that,  if  a 
woman  has  not  sufficient  confidence  in  her  lover  to 
elope  with  him  without  a  previous  promise  of  a  good 
settlement,  she  had  better  not  elope  with  him  at  all. 
After  all,  if  he  declines  to  make  the  stipulated  settle- 
ment, the  lady  will  have  either  to  return  to  her  friends 
or  to  marry  without  it,  and  she  would  have  the  full 
choice  between  these  satisfactory  alternatives,  even 
if  she  asked  no  previous  promise  from  her  lover. 
At  any  rate,  the  intrusion  of  coarse  money  among 
the  refined  materials  of  romance  is,  in  this  case, 
even  more  curious  and  remarkable  than  usual. 

After  some  unsuccessful  attempts,  Lady  Mary  and 
Mr.  Wortley  did  elope  and  did  marry,  and,  after  a 
certain  interval,  of  course,  Lord  Dorchester  received 
them,  notwithstanding  their  contempt  of  his  author- 
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ity,  into  some  sort  of  favour  and  countenance. 
They  had  probably  saved  him  money  by  their  irregu- 
larity, and  economical  frailties  are  rarely  judged 
severely  by  men  of  fashion  who  are  benefited  by 
them.  Lady  Mary,  however,  was  long  a  little 
mistrusted  by  her  own  relations,  and  never  seems 
to  have  acquired  much  family  influence ;  but  her 
marriage  was  not  her  only  peculiarity,  or  the  only 
one  which  impartial  relations  might  dislike. 

The  pair  appear  to  have  been  for  a  little  while 
tolerably  happy.  Lady  Mary  was  excitable,  and 
wanted  letters  when  absent,  and  attention  when 
present  :  Mr.  Wortley  was  heavy  and  slow  ;  could 
not  write  letters  when  away,  and  seemed  torpid  in 
her  society  when  at  home.  Still,  these  are  common 
troubles.  Common,  too,  is  the  matrimonial  corre- 
spondence upon  baby's  deficiency  in  health,  and 
on  Mrs.  Behn's  opinion  that  '  the  cold  bath  is  the 
best  medicine  for  weak  children.'  It  seems  an  odd 
end  to  a  deferential  perusal  of  Latin  authors  in  girl- 
hood, and  to  a  spirited  elopement  with  the  preceptor 
in  after  years  ;  but  the  transition  is  only  part  of  the 
usual  irony  of  human  life. 

The  world,  both  social  and  political,  into  which 
Lady  Mary  was  introduced  by  her  marriage  was 
singularly  calculated  to  awaken  the  faculties,  to 
stimulate  the  intellect,  to  sharpen  the  wit,  and  to 
harden  the  heart  of  an  intelligent,  witty,  and  hard- 
headed  woman.  The  world  of  London — even  the 
higher  world — is  now  too  large  to  be  easily  seen, 
or  to  be  pithily  described.  The  elements  are  so 
many,  their  position  is  so  confused,  the  display  of 
their  mutual  counteraction  is  so  involved,  that 
many  years  must  pass  away  before  even  a  very 
clever  woman  can  thoroughly  comprehend  it  all. 
She  will  cease  to  be  young  and  handsome  long  ere 
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she  does  comprehend  it.  And  when  she  at  last 
understands  it,  it  does  not  seem  a  fit  subject  for 
concise  and  summary  wit.  Its  evident  complexity 
refuses  to  be  condensed  into  pithy  sayings  and 
brilliant  bons-mots.  It  has  fallen  into  the  hands  of 
philosophers,  with  less  brains  perhaps  than  the 
satirists  of  our  fathers,  but  with  more  anxiety  to  tell 
the  whole  truth,  more  toleration  for  the  many- 
sidedness  of  the  world,  with  less  of  sharp  conciseness, 
but,  perhaps,  with  more  of  useful  completeness. 
As  are  the  books,  so  are  the  readers.  People  do  not 
wish  to  read  satire  nowadays.  The  epigrams  even 
of  Pope  would  fall  dull  and  dead  upon  this  serious 
and  investigating  time.  The  folly  of  the  last  age 
affected  levity  ;  the  folly  of  this,  as  we  all  know, 
encases  itself  in  ponderous  volumes  which  defy 
refutation,  in  elaborate  arguments  which  prove 
nothing,  in  theories  which  confuse  the  uninstrucled, 
and  irritate  the  well  -  informed.  The  folly  of  a 
hundred  years  since  was  at  least  the  folly  of  Vivien, 
but  ours  is  the  folly  of  Merlin  : — 

'  You  1  read  the  book,  my  pretty  Vivien  ! 

And  none  can  read  the  text,  not  even  I  ; 
And  none  can  read  the  comment  but  myself  ; 

O,  the  results  are  simple  !  '  z 

Perhaps  people  did  not  know  then  as  much  as  they 
know  now  :  indisputably  they  knew  nothing  like  so 
much  in  a  superficial  way  about  so  many  things ; 
but  they  knew  far  more  correctly  where  their  know- 
ledge began  and  where  it  stopped  ;  what  they  thought 
and  why  they  thought  it  :  they  had  readier  illustra- 
tions and  more  summary  phrases  ;  they  could  say 

1  '  Thou.' 

2  Tennyson  :  Idylls  of  the  King  :   '  Merlin  and  Vivien,'  1.  566. 
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at  once  what  it  came  to,  and  to  what  action  it  should 
lead. 

The  London  of  1700  was  an  aristocratic  world, 
which  lived  to  itself,  which  displayed  the  virtues 
and  developed  the  vices  of  an  aristocracy  which 
was  under  little  fear  of  external  control  or  check  ; 
which  had  emancipated  itself  from  the  control  of 
the  crown  ;  which  had  not  fallen  under  the  control 
of  the  bourgeoisie ;  which  saw  its  own  life,  and  saw 
that,  according  to  its  own  maxims,  it  was  good. 
Public  opinion  now  rules,  and  it  is  an  opinion  which 
constrains  the  conduct,  and  narrows  the  experience, 
and  dwarfs  the  violence,  and  minimises  the  frankness 
of  the  highest  classes,  while  it  diminishes  their 
vices,  supports  their  conscience,  and  precludes  their 
grossness.  There  was  nothing  like  this  in  the  last 
century,  especially  in  the  early  part  of  it.  The 
aristocracy  came  to  town  from  their  remote  estates — 
where  they  were  uncontrolled  by  any  opinion  or  by 
any  equal  society,  and  where  the  eccentricities  and 
personalities  of  each  character  were  fostered  and 
exaggerated — to  a  London  which  was  like  a  large 
county  town,  in  which  everybody  of  rank  knew 
everybody  of  rank,  where  the  eccentricities  of  each 
rural  potentate  came  into  picturesque  collision  with 
the  eccentricities  of  other  rural  potentates,  where 
the  most  minute  allusions  to  the  peculiarities  and  the 
career  of  the  principal  persons  were  instantly  under- 
stood, where  squibs  were  on  every  table,  and  where 
satire  was  in  the  air.  No  finer  field  of  social  observa- 
tion could  be  found  for  an  intelligent  and  witty 
woman.  Lady  Mary  understood  it  at  once. 

Nor  was  the  political  life  of  the  last  century  so  un- 
favourable to  the  influence  and  so  opposed  to  the 
characteristic  comprehension  of  women  as  our  present 
life.  We  are  now  ruled  by  political  discussion  and 
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by  a  popular  assembly,  by  leading  articles,  and  by 
the  House  of  Commons.  But  women  can  scarcely 
ever  compose  leaders,  and  no  woman  sits  in  our 
representative  chamber.  The  whole  tide  of  abstract 
discussion,  which  fills  our  mouths  and  deafens  our 
ears,  the  whole  complex  accumulation  of  facts  and 
figures  to  which  we  refer  everything,  and  which  we 
apply  to  everything,  is  quite  unfemale.  A  lady  has 
an  insight  into  what  she  sees  ;  but  how  will  this  help 
her  with  the  case  of  the  Trent,  with  the  proper 
structure  of  a  representative  chamber,  with  Indian 
finance  or  parliamentary  reform  ?  Women  are 
clever,  but  cleverness  of  itself  is  nothing  at  present. 
A  sharp  Irish  writer  described  himself  '  as  bothered 
intirely  by  the  want  of  preliminary  information  ;  ' 
women  are  in  the  same  difficulty  now.  Their  nature 
may  hereafter  change,  as  some  sanguine  advocates 
suggest.  But  the  visible  species  certainly  have  not 
the  intellectual  providence  to  acquire  the  vast  stores 
of  dry  information  which  alone  can  enable  them  to 
judge  adequately  of  our  present  controversies.  We 
are  ruled  by  a  machinery  of  oratory  and  discussion, 
in  which  women  have  no  share,  and  which  they 
hardly  comprehend :  we  are  engaged  on  subjects 
which  need  an  arduous  learning,  to  which  they  have 
no  pretensions. 

In  the  last  century  much  of  this  was  very  different. 
The  court  still  counted  for  much  in  English  politics. 
The  House  of  Commons  was  the  strongest  power  in 
the  State  machine,  but  it  was  not  so  immeasurably 
the  strongest  power  as  now.  It  was  absolutely 
supreme  within  its  sphere,  but  that  sphere  was 
limited.  It  could  absolutely  control  the  money, 
and  thereby  the  policy,  of  the  State.  Whether  there 
should  be  peace  or  war,  excise  or  no  excise,  it  could 
and  did  despotically  determine.  It  was  supreme  in 
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its  choice  of  measures.  But,  on  the  other  hand,  it 
had  only  a  secondary  influence  in  the  choice  of 
persons.  Who  the  Prime  Minister  was  to  be,  was  a 
question  not  only  theoretically  determinable,  but  in 
fact  determined  by  the  Sovereign.  The  House  of 
Commons  could  despotically  impose  two  conditions  : 
first,  that  the  Prime  Minister  should  be  a  man  of 
sufficient  natural  ability,  and  sufficient  parliamentary 
experience,  to  conduct  the  business  of  his  day  ; 
secondly,  that  he  should  adopt  the  policy  which  the 
nation  wished.  But,  subject  to  a  conformity  with 
these  prerequisites,  the  selection  of  the  king  was 
nearly  uncontrolled. 

Sir  Robert  Walpole  was  the  greatest  master  of 
parliamentary  tactics  and  political  business  in  his 
generation  ;  he  was  a  statesman  of  wide  views  and 
consummate  dexterity  ;  but  these  intellectual  gifts, 
even  joined  to  immense  parliamentary  experience, 
were  not  alone  sufficient  to  make  him  and  to  keep 
him  Prime  Minister  of  England.  He  also  main- 
tained, during  two  reigns,  a  complete  system  of 
court-strategy.  During  the  reign  of  George  n.  he 
kept  a  queen-watcher.  Lord  Hervey,  one  of  the 
cleverest  men  in  England,  the  keenest  observer, 
perhaps,  in  England,  was  induced,  by  very  dexterous 
management,  to  remain  at  court  during  many  years 
— to  observe  the  queen,  to  hint  to  the  queen,  to 
remove  wrong  impressions  from  the  queen,  to  con- 
firm the  Walpolese  predilections  of  the  queen,  to 
report  every  incident  to  Sir  Robert. 

The  records  of  politics  tell  us  few  stranger  tales  than 
that  it  should  have  been  necessary  for  the  Sir  Robert 
Peel  of  the  age  to  hire  a  subordinate  as  safe  as  Eldon, 
and  as  witty  as  Canning,  for  the  sole  purpose  of 
managing  a  clever  German  woman,  to  whom  the 
selection  of  a  Prime  Minister  was  practically  intrusted. 
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Nor  was  this  the  only  court-campaign  which  Sir 
Robert  had  to  conduct,  or  in  which  he  was  successful. 
Lady  Mary,  who  hated  him  much,  has  satirically 
described  the  foundation  upon  which  his  court  favour 
rested  during  the  reign  of  George  i.  : — 

'  The  new  court  with  all  their  train  was  arrived  before  I 
left  the  country.  The  Duke  of  Marlborough  was  returned 
in  a  sort  of  triumph,  with  the  apparent  merit  of  having 
suffered  for  his  fidelity  to  the  succession,  and  was  reinstated 
in  his  office  of  general,  etc.  In  short,  all  people  who  had 
suffered  any  hardship  or  disgrace  during  the  late  ministry 
would  have  it  believed  that  it  was  occasioned  by  their  attach- 
ment to  the  House  of  Hanover.  Even  Mr.  Walpole,  who 
had  been  sent  to  the  Tower  for  a  piece  of  bribery  proved  upon 
him,  was  called  a  confessor  to  the  cause.  But  he  had  another 
piece  of  good  luck  that  yet  more  contributed  to  his  advance- 
ment ;  he  had  a  very  handsome  sister,  whose  folly  had  lost 
her  reputation  in  London  ;  but  the  yet  greater  folly  of  Lord 
Townshend,  who  happened  to  be  a  neighbour  in  Norfolk  to 
Mr.  Walpole,  had  occasioned  his  being  drawn  in  to  marry  her 
some  months  before  the  queen  died. 

'  Lord  Townshend  had  that  sort  of  understanding  which 
commonly  makes  men  honest  in  the  first  part  of  their  lives  ; 
they  follow  the  instruction  of  their  tutor,  and,  till  somebody 
thinks  it  worth  their  while  to  show  them  a  new  path,  go 
regularly  on  in  the  road  where  they  are  set.  Lord  Town- 
shend had  then  been  many  years  an  excellent  husband  to  a 
sober  wife,  a  kind  master  to  all  his  servants  and  dependants, 
a  serviceable  relation  wherever  it  was  in  his  power,  and  fol- 
lowed the  instinct  of  nature  in  being  fond  of  his  children. 
Such  a  sort  of  behaviour  without  any  glaring  absurdity, 
either  in  prodigality  or  avarice,  always  gains  a  man  the 
reputation  of  reasonable  and  honest  ;  and  this  was  his  char- 
acter when  the  Earl  of  Godolphin  sent  him  envoy  to  the 
States,  not  doubting  but  he  would  be  faithful  to  his  orders, 
without  giving  himself  the  trouble  of  criticising  on  them,  which 
is  what  all  ministers  wish  in  an  envoy.  Robotun,  a  French 
refugee  (secretary  to  Bernstoff,  one  of  the  Elector  of  Hanover's 
ministers),  happened  then  to  be  at  the  Hague,  and  was  civilly 
received  at  Lord  Townshend's,  who  treated  him  at  his  table 
with  the  English  hospitality,  and  he  was  charmed  with  a 
reception  which  his  birth  and  education  did  not  entitle  him  to. 
Lord  Townshend  was  recalled  when  the  queen  changed  her 
ministry  ;  his  wife  died,  and  he  retired  into  the  country, 
where  (as  I  have  said  before)  Walpole  had  art  enough  to 
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make  him  marry  his  sister  Dolly.  At  that  time,  I  believe, 
he  did  not  propose  much  more  advantage  by  the  match 
than  to  get  rid  of  a  girl  that  lay  heavy  on  his  hands. 

'  When  King  George  ascended  the  throne,  he  was  sur- 
rounded by  all  his  German  ministers  and  playfellows,  male 
and  female.  Baron  Goritz  was  the  most  considerable  among 
them  both  for  birth  and  fortune.  He  had  managed  the  king's 
treasury  thirty  years  with  the  utmost  fidelity  and  economy  ; 
and  had  the  true  German  honesty,  being  a  plain,  sincere, 
and  unambitious  man.  BernstofE,  the  secretary,  was  of  a 
different  turn.  He  was  avaricious,  artful,  and  designing  ; 
and  had  got  his  share  in  the  king's  councils  by  bribing  his 
women.  Robotun  was  employed  in  these  matters,  and  had 
the  sanguine  ambition  of  a  Frenchman.  He  resolved  there 
should  be  an  English  ministry  of  his  choosing  ;  and,  knowing 
none  of  them  personally  but  Townshend,  he  had  not  failed 
to  recommend  him  to  his  master,  and  his  master  to  the  king, 
as  the  only  proper  person  for  the  important  post  of  Secretary 
of  State  ;  and  he  entered  upon  that  office  with  universal 
applause,  having  at  that  time  a  very  popular  character, 
which  he  might  possibly  have  retained  for  ever  if  he  had  not 
been  entirely  governed  by  his  wife  and  her  brother  R.  Walpole, 
whom  he  immediately  advanced  to  be  paymaster,  esteemed 
a  post  of  exceeding  profit,  and  very  necessary  for  his  indebted 
estate.1  x 

And  it  is  indisputable  that  Lord  Townshend, 
who  thought  he  was  a  very  great  statesman,  and 
who  began  as  the  patron  of  Sir  Robert  Walpole, 
nevertheless  was  only  his  court-agent — the  manager 
on  his  behalf  of  the  king  and  of  the  king's 
mistresses. 

We  need  not  point  out  at  length,  for  the  passage 
we  have  cited  of  itself  indicates,  how  well  suited  this 
sort  of  politics  is  to  the  comprehension  and  to  the 
pen  of  a  keen- sighted  and  witty  woman. 

Nor  was  the  court  the  principal  improver  of  the 
London  society  of  the  age.  The  House  of  Commons 
was  then  a  part  of  society.  This  separate,  isolated, 
aristocratic  world,  of  which  we  have  spoken,  had 
an  almost  undisputed  command  of  both  Houses 

1  Account  of  the  Court  of  George  the  First,  op.  cit.,  i.  123. 
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in  the  Legislature.  The  letter  of  the  constitution 
did  not  give  it  them,  and  no  law  appointed  that 
it  should  be  so.  But  the  aristocratic  class  were  by 
far  the  most  educated,  by  far  the  most  respected, 
by  far  the  most  eligible  part  of  the  nation.  Even 
in  the  boroughs,  where  there  was  universal  suffrage, 
or  something  near  it,  they  were  the  favourites. 
Accordingly,  they  gave  the  tone  to  the  House  of 
Commons ;  they  required  the  small  community 
of  members  who  did  not  belong  to  their  order  to 
conform  as  far  as  they  could  to  their  usages,  and 
to  guide  themselves  by  their  code  of  morality  and 
of  taste.  In  the  main  the  House  of  Commons 
obeyed  these  injunctions,  and  it  was  repaid  by 
being  incorporated  within  the  aristocratic  world : 
it  became  not  .only  the  council  of  the  nation,  but 
the  debating  -  club  of  fashion.  That  which  was 
'  received  '  modified  the  recipient. 

The  remains  of  the  aristocratic  society,  wherever 
we  find  them,  are  penetrated  not  only  with  an  aristo- 
cratic but  with  a  political  spirit.  They  breathe 
a  sort  of  atmosphere  of  politics.  In  the  London 
of  the  present  day,  the  vast  miscellaneous  bourgeois 
London,  we  all  know  that  this  is  not  so.  '  In  the 
country,'  said  a  splenetic  observer,  '  people  talk 
politics ;  at  London  dinners  you  talk  nothing ; 
between  two  pillars  of  crinoline  you  eat  and  are 
resigned.'  A  hundred  and  fifty  years  ago,  as  far 
as  our  rather  ample  materials  inform  us,  people 
in  London  talked  politics  just  as  they  now  talk 
politics  in  Worcestershire  ;  and  being  on  the  spot, 
and  cooped  up  with  politicians  in  a  small  social 
world,  their  talk  was  commonly  better.  They 
knew  the  people  of  whom  they  spoke,  even  if  they 
did  not  know  the  subjects  with  which  they  were 
concerned. 

VOL.  n. — 15 
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No  element  is  better  fitted  to  counteract  the 
characteristic  evil  of  an  aristocratic  society.  The 
defect  of  such  societies  in  all  times  has  been  frivolity. 
All  talk  has  tended  to  become  gossip  ;  it  has  ceased 
to  deal  with  important  subjects,  and  has  devoted 
itself  entirely  to  unimportant  incidents.  Whether 

the  Due  de  has  more  or  less  prevailed  with 

the  Marquise  de  is  a  sort  of  common  form 

into  which  any  details  may  be  fitted,  and  any  names 
inserted.  The  frivolities  of  gallantry — never  very 
important  save  to  some  woman  who  has  long  been 
dead — fill  the  records  of  all  aristocracies  who  lived 
under  a  despotism,  who  had  no  political  authority, 
no  daily  political  cares.  The  aristocracy  of 
England  in  the  last  century  was,  at  any  rate, 
exempt  from  this  reproach.  There  is  in  the 
records  of  it  not  only  an  intellectuality, — which 
would  prove  little,  for  every  clever  describer,  by 
the  subtleties  of  his  language  and  the  arrangement 
of  his  composition,  gives  a  sort  of  intellectuality 
even  to  matters  which  have  no  pretension  to  it 
in  themselves,— but  likewise  a  pervading  medium 
of  political  discussion.  The  very  language  in 
which  they  are  written  is  the  language  of  political 
business. 

Horace  Walpole  was  certainly  by  nature  no  poli- 
tician and  no  orator ;  yet  no  discerning  critic  can 
read  a  page  of  his  voluminous  remains  without 
feeling  that  the  writer  has  through  life  lived  with 
politicians  and  talked  with  politicians.  A  keen 
observant  mind,  not  naturally  political,  but  capable 
of  comprehending  and  viewing  any  subject  which 
was  brought  before  it,  has  chanced  to  have  this 
particular  subject  —  politics — presented  to  it  for 
a  lifetime  ;  and  all  its  delineations,  all  its  efforts, 
all  its  thoughts,  reflect  it,  and  are  coloured  by  it. 
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In  all  the  records  of  the  eighteenth  century  the 
tonic  of  business  is  seen  to  combat  the  relaxing 
effect  of  habitual  luxury. 

This  element,  too,  is  favourable  to  a  clever  woman. 
The  more  you  can  put  before  such  a  person  the 
greater  she  will  be ;  the  less  her  world,  the  less  she 
is.  If  you  place  the  most  keen-sighted  lady  in  the 
midst  of  the  pure  futilities  and  unmitigated  flirta- 
tions of  an  aristocracy,  she  will  sink  to  the  level 
of  those  elements,  and  will  scarcely  seem  to  wish 
for  anything  more,  or  to  be  competent  for  anything 
higher.  But  if  she  is  placed  in  an  intellectual  atmo- 
sphere, in  which  political  or  other  important  subjects 
are  currently  passing,  you  will  probably  find  that 
she  can  talk  better  upon  them  than  you  can,  without 
your  being  able  to  explain  whence  she  derived  either 
her  information  or  her  talent. 

The  subjects,  too,  which  were  discussed  in  the 
political  society  of  the  last  age  were  not  so  inscrut- 
able to  women  as  our  present  subjects ;  and  even 
when  there  were  great  difficulties  they  were  more 
on  a  level  with  men  in  the  discussion  of  them  than 
they  now  are.  It  was  no  disgrace  to  be  destitute 
of  preliminary  information  at  a  time  in  which  there 
were  no  accumulated  stores  from  which  such 
information  could  be  derived.  A  lightening  ele- 
ment of  female  influence  is  therefore  to  be  found 
through  much  of  the  politics  of  the  eighteenth 
century. 

Lady  Mary  entered  easily  into  all  this  world, 
both  social  and  political.  She  had  beauty  for  the 
fashionable,  satire  for  the  witty,  knowledge  for  the 
learned,  and  intelligence  for  the  politician.  She 
was  not  too  refined  to  shrink  from  what  we  now 
consider  the  coarseness  of  that  time.  Many  of  her 
verses  themselves  are  scarcely  adapted  for  our 
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decorous    pages.     Perhaps    the    following    give    no 
unfair  idea  of  her  ordinary  state  of  mind  : — 

TOWN    ECLOGUES. 

ROXANA;  OR,  THE  DRAWING-ROOM. 

'  Roxana,  from  the  court  retiring  late, 
Sigh'd  her  soft  sorrows  at  St.  James's  Gate. 
Such  heavy  thoughts  lay  brooding  in  her  breast, 
Not  her  own  chairmen  with  more  weight  oppress'd  ; 
They  groan  the  cruel  load  they're  doom'd  to  bear  ; 
She  in  these  gentle  sounds  express' d  her  care : 

'  "  Was  it  for  this  that  I  these  roses  wear  ? 
For  this  new-set  the  jewels  for  my  hair  ? 
Ah  !  Princess  !  with  what  zeal  have  I  pursued  ! 
Almost  forgot  the  duty  of  a  prude. 
Thinking  I  never  could  attend  too  soon, 
I've  miss'd  my  prayers,  to  get  me  dress'd  by  noon. 
For  thee,  ah  !  what  for  thee  did  I  resign  ! 
My  pleasures,  passions,  all  that  e'er  was  mine. 
I  sacrific'd  both  modesty  and  ease, 
Left  operas  and  went  to  filthy  plays  ; 
Double-entendres  shock  my  tender  ear  ; 
Yet  even  this  for  thee  I  choose  to  bear. 
In  glowing  youth,  when  nature  bids  be  gay, 
And  every  joy  of  life  before  me  lay, 
By  honour  prompted,  and  by  pride  restrain'd, 
The  pleasures  of  the  young  my  soul  disdain'd  : 
Sermons  I  sought,  and  with  a  mien  severe 
Censur'd  my  neighbours,  and  said  daily  prayer. 

'  "  Alas  !  how  chang'd — with  the  same  sermon-mien 
That  once  I  pray'd,  the  What  d'ye  call't  l  I've  seen. 
Ah  !  cruel  Princess,  for  thy  sake  I've  lost 
That  reputation  which  so  dear  had  cost  : 
I,  who  avoided  every  public  place, 
When  bloom  and  beauty  made  me  show  my  face, 
Now  near  thee  constant  every  night  abide 
With  never-failing  duty  by  thy  side  ; 
Myself  and  daughters  standing  on  a  row, 
To  all  the  foreigners  a  goodly  show  ! 
Oft  had  your  drawing-room  been  sadly  thin, 
And  merchants'  wives  close  by  the  chair  been  seen, 
Had  not  I  amply  filled  the  empty  space, 
And  saved  your  highness  from  the  dire  disgrace. 

1  A  mock-tragedy  by  Gay.     [P.M.]. 
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'  "  Yet  Coquetilla's  artifice  prevails, 
When  all  my  merit  and  my  duty  fails  ; 
That  Coquetilla,  whose  deluding  airs 
Corrupt  our  virgins,  still  our  youth  ensnares  ; 
So  sunk  her  character,  so  lost  her  fame, 
Scarce  visited  before  your  highness  came  : 
Yet  for  the  bed-chamber  'tis  her  you  choose, 
When  zeal  and  fame  and  virtue  you  refuse. 
Ah  !  worthy  choice  !  not  one  of  all  your  train 
Whom  censure  blasts  not,  and  dishonours  stain  ! 
Let  the  nice  hind  now  suckle  dirty  pigs, 
And  the  proud  pea-hen  hatch  the  cuckoo's  eggs  ! 
Let  Iris  leave  her  paint  and  own  her  age, 
And  grave  Suffolka  wed  a  giddy  page ! 
A  greater  miracle  is  daily  view'd, 
A  virtuous  Princess  with  a  court  so  lewd. 

'  "  I  know  thee,  Court  !  with  all  thy  treach'rous  wiles, 
Thy  false  caresses  and  undoing  smiles  ! 
Ah  !  Princess,  learn'd  in  all  the  courtly  arts, 
To  cheat  our  hopes,  and  yet  to  gain  our  hearts  ! 

'  "  Large  lovely  bribes  are  the  great  statesman's  aim  ; 
And  the  neglected  patriot  follows  fame. 
The  Prince  is  ogled  ;  some  the  King  pursue  ; 
But  your  Roxana  only  follows  you. 
Despis'd  Roxana,  cease,  and  try  to  find 
Some  other,  since  the  Princess  proves  unkind  : 
Perhaps  it  is  not  hard  to  find  at  court, 
If  not  a  greater,  a  more  firm  support."  ' 

There  was  every  kind  of  rumour  as  to  Lady  Mary's 
own  conduct,  and  we  have  no  means  of  saying  whether 
any  of  these  rumours  were  true.  There  is  no  evidence 
against  her  which  is  worthy  of  the  name.  So  far  as 
can  be  proved,  she  was  simply  a  gay,  witty,  bold- 
spoken,  handsome  woman,  who  made  many  enemies 
by  unscrupulous  speech,  and  many  friends  by  un- 
scrupulous flirtation.  We  may  believe,  but  we 
cannot  prove,  that  she  found  her  husband  tedious, 
and  was  dissatisfied  that  his  slow,  methodical 
borne  mind  made  so  little  progress  in  the  political 
world,  and  understood  so  little  of  what  really  passed 
there.  Unquestionably  she  must  have  much  pre- 
ferred talking  to  Lord  Hervey  to  talking  with  Mr. 
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Montagu.  But  we  must  not  credit  the  idle  scandals 
of  a  hundred  years  since,  because  they  may  have 
been  true,  or  because  they  appear  not  inconsistent 
with  the  characters  of  those  to  whom  they  relate. 
There  were  legends  against  every  attractive  and 
fashionable  woman  in  that  age,  and  most  of  the 
legends  were  doubtless  exaggerations  and  inventions. 
We  cannot  know  the  truth  of  such  matters  now,  and 
it  would  hardly  be  worth  searching  into  if  we 
could ;  but  the  important  fact  is  certain,  Lady 
Mary  lived  in  a  world  in  which  the  worst  rumours 
were  greedily  told,  and  often  believed,  about 
her  and  others ;  and  the  moral  refinement  of 
a  woman  must  always  be  impaired  by  such  a 
contact. 

Lady  Mary  was  so  unfortunate  as  to  incur  the 
partial  dislike  of  one  of  the  great  recorders  of  that 
age,  and  the  bitter  hostility  of  the  other.  She  was 
no  favourite  with  Horace  Walpole,  and  the  bitter 
enemy  of  Pope.  The  first  is  easily  explicable. 
Horace  Walpole  never  loved  his  father,  but  recom- 
pensed himself  by  hating  his  father's  enemies.  No 
one  connected  with  the  opposition  to  Sir  Robert  is 
spared  by  his  son,  if  there  be  a  fair  opportunity 
for  unfavourable  insinuation.  Mr.  Wortley  Montagu 
was  the  very  man  for  a  grave  mistake.  He  made  the 
very  worst  that  could  be  made  in  that  age.  He 
joined  the  party  of  constitutional  exiles  on  the 
Opposition  bench,  who  had  no  real  objection  to  the 
policy  of  Sir  Robert  Walpole  ;  who,  when  they  had 
a  chance,  adopted  that  policy  themselves  ;  who 
were  discontented  because  they  had  no  power,  and 
he  had  all  the  power.  Probably  too,  being  a  man 
eminently  respectable,  Mr.  Montagu  was  frightened 
at  Sir  Robert's  unscrupulous  talk  and  not  very 
scrupulous  actions.  At  any  rate,  he  opposed  Sir 
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Robert ;  and  thence  many  a  little  observation  of 
Horace  Walpole's  against  Lady  Mary. 

Why  Pope  and  Lady  Mary  quarrelled  is  a  question 
on  which  much  discussion  has  been  expended,  and 
on  which  a  judicious  German  professor  might  even 
now  compose  an  interesting  and  exhaustive  mono- 
graph. A  curt  English  critic  will  be  more  apt  to 
ask,  '  Why  they  should  not  have  quarrelled  ?  '  We 
know  that  Pope  quarrelled  with  almost  every  one ; 
we  know  that  Lady  Mary  quarrelled  or  half  quarrelled 
with  most  of  her  acquaintances.  Why,  then,  should 
they  not  have  quarrelled  with  one  another  ? 

It  is  certain  that  they  were  very  intimate  at  one 
time  ;  for  Pope  wrote  to  her  some  of  the  most  pomp- 
ous letters  of  compliment  in  the  language.  And  the 
more  intimate  they  were  to  begin  with,  the  more 
sure  they  were  to  be  enemies  in  the  end.  Human 
nature  will  not  endure  that  sort  of  proximity.  An 
irritable,  vain  poet,  who  always  fancies  that  people 
are  trying  to  hurt  him,  whom  no  argument  could 
convince  that  everyone  is  not  perpetually  thinking 
about  him,  cannot  long  be  friendly  with  a  witty 
woman  of  unscrupulous  tongue,  who  spares  no  one, 
who  could  sacrifice  a  good  friend  for  a  bad  bon-mot, 
who  thinks  of  the  person  whom  she  is  addressing, 
not  of  those  about  whom  she  is  speaking.  The 
natural  relation  of  the  two  is  that  of  victim  and 
torturer,  and  no  other  will  long  continue.  There 
appear  also  to  have  been  some  money  matters  (of 
all  things  in  the  world)  between  the  two.  Lady  Mary 
was  intrusted  by  Pope  with  some  money  to  use  in 
speculation  during  the  highly  fashionable  panic 
which  derives  its  name  from  the  South-Sea  Bubble, — 
and,  as  of  course  it  was  lost,  Pope  was  very  angry. 

Another  story  goes,  that  Pope  made  serious  love 
to  Lady  Mary,  and  that  she  laughed  at  him ;  upon 
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which  a  very  personal,  and  not  always  very  correct, 
controversy  has  arisen  as  to  the  probability  or  im- 
probability of  Pope's  exciting  a  lady's  feelings. 
Lord  Byron  took  part  in  it  with  his  usual  acuteness 
and  incisiveness,  and  did  not  leave  the  discussion 
more  decent  than  he  found  it.  Pope  doubtless  was 
deformed,  and  had  not  the  large  red  health  that  un- 
civilised women  admire  ;  yet  a  clever  lady  might 
have  taken  a  fancy  to  him,  for  the  little  creature 
knew  what  he  was  saying.  There  is,  however,  no 
evidence  that  Lady  Mary  did  so.  We  only  know 
that  there  was  a  sudden  coolness  or  quarrel  between 
them,  and  that  it  was  the  beginning  of  a  long  and 
bitter  hatred. 

In  their  own  times  Pope's  sensitive  disposition 
probably  gave  Lady  Mary  a  great  advantage.  Her 
tongue  perhaps  gave  him  more  pain  than  his  pen 
gave  her.  But  in  later  times  she  has  fared  the  worst. 
What  between  Pope's  sarcasms  and  Horace  Walpole's 
anecdotes,  Lady  Mary's  reputation  has  suffered 
very  considerably.  As  we  have  said,  her  offences 
are  non  proven  ;  there  is  no  evidence  to  convict  her  ; 
but  she  is  likely  to  be  condemned  upon  the  general 
doctrine  that  a  person  who  is  accused  of  much  is 
probably  guilty  of  something. 

During  many  years  Lady  Mary  continued  to  live 
a  distinguished  fashionable  and  social  life,  with  a 
single  remarkable  break.  This  interval  was  her 
journey  to  Constantinople.  The  powers  that  then 
were,  thought  fit  to  send  Mr.  Wortley  as  ambassador 
to  Constantinople,  and  his  wife  accompanied  him. 
During  that  visit  she  kept  a  journal,  and  wrote 
sundry  real  letters,  out  of  which,  after  her  return, 
she  composed  a  series  of  unreal  letters  as  to  all  she 
saw  and  did  in  Turkey,  and  on  the  journey  there 
and  back,  which  were  published,  and  which  are  still 
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amusing,  if  not  always  select,  reading.  The  Sultan 
was  not  then  the  '  dying  man  ;  '  he  was  the  '  Grand 
Turk.'  He  was  not  simply  a  potentate  to  be  counted 
with,  but  a  power  to  be  feared.  The  appearance  of 
a  Turkish  army  on  the  Danube  had  in  that  age  much 
the  same  effect  as  the  appearance  of  a  Russian  army 
now.  It  was  an  object  of  terror  and  dread.  A 
mission  at  Constantinople  was  not  then  a  bureau 
for  interference  in  Turkey,  but  a  serious  office  for 
transacting  business  with  a  great  European  power. 
A  European  ambassador  at  Constantinople  now 
presses  on  the  Government  there  impracticable 
reforms  ;  he  then  asked  for  useful  aid.  Lady  Mary 
was  evidently  impressed  by  the  power  of  the  country 
in  which  she  sojourned  ;  and  we  observe  in  her  letters 
evident  traces  of  the  notion  that  the  Turk  was  the 
dread  of  Christendom,  —  which  is  singular  now, 
when  the  Turk  is  its  protege. 

Lady  Mary  had  another  advantage  too.  Many 
sorts  of  books  make  steady  progress  ;  a  scientific 
treatise  published  now  is  sure  to  be  fuller  and  better 
than  one  on  the  same  subject  written  long  ago. 
But  with  books  of  travel  in  a  stationary  country  the 
presumption  is  the  contrary.  In  that  case  the  old 
book  is  probably  the  better  book.  The  first  traveller 
writes  out  a  plain,  straightforward  description  of 
the  most  striking  objects  with  which  he  meets  ;  he 
believes  that  his  readers  know  nothing  of  the  country 
of  which  he  is  writing,  for  till  he  visited  it  he  probably 
knew  nothing  himself  ;  and,  if  he  is  sensible,  he 
describes  simply  and  clearly  all  which  most  impresses 
him.  He  has  no  motive  for  not  dwelling  upon  the 
principal  things,  and  most  likely  will  do  so,  as  they 
are  probably  the  most  conspicuous. 

The  second  traveller  is  not  so  fortunate.  He  is 
always  in  terror  of  the  traveller  who  went  before. 
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He  fears  the  criticism, — '  This  is  all  very  well,  but 
we  knew  the  whole  of  it  before.  No.  I  said  that  at 
page  103.'  In  consequence  he  is  timid.  He  picks 
and  skips.  He  fancies  that  you  are  acquainted  with 
ah1  which  is  great  and  important,  and  he  dwells,  for 
your  good  and  to  your  pain,  upon  that  which  is 
small  and  unimportant.  For  ordinary  readers  no 
result  can  be  more  fatal.  They  perhaps  never  read 
— they  certainly  do  not  remember — anything  upon 
the  subject.  The  curious  minwtia,  so  elaborately 
set  forth,  are  quite  useless,  for  they  have  not  the 
general  framework  in  which  to  store  them.  Not 
knowing  much  of  the  first  traveller's  work,  that  of 
the  second  is  a  supplement  to  a  treatise  with  which 
they  are  unacquainted.  In  consequence  they  do 
not  read  it.  Lady  Mary  made  good  use  of  her 
position  in  the  front  of  the  herd  of  tourists.  She 
told  us  what  she  saw  in  Turkey— all  the  best  of 
what  she  saw,  and  all  the  most  remarkable  things — 
and  told  it  very  well. 

Nor  was  this  work  the  only  fruit  of  her  Turkish 
travels  ;  she  brought  home  the  notion  of  inoculation. 
Like  most  improvers,  she  was  roughly  spoken  to. 
Medical  men  were  angry  because  the  practice  was 
not  in  their  books,  and  conservative  men  were  cross 
at  the  agony  of  a  new  idea.  Religious  people  con- 
sidered it  wicked  to  have  a  disease  which  Providence 
did  not  think  fit  to  send  you  ;  and  simple  people 
'  did  not  like  to  make  themselves  ill  of  their  own 
accord.'  She  triumphed,  however,  over  all  obstacles  ; 
inoculation,  being  really  found  to  lengthen  life  and 
save  complexions,  before  long  became  general. 

One  of  the  first  patients  upon  whom  Lady  Mary 
tried  the  novelty  was  her  own  son,  and  many  con- 
siderate people  thought  it  '  worthy  of  observation  ' 
that  he  turned  out  a  scamp.  When  he  ran  away 
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from  school,  the  mark  of  inoculation,  then  rare,  was 
used  to  describe  him,  and  after  he  was  recovered, 
he  never  did  anything  which  was  good.  His  case 
seems  to  have  been  the  common  one  in  which  nature 
(as  we  speak)  requites  herself  for  the  strongheaded- 
ness  of  several  generations  by  the  weakness  of  one. 
His  father's  and  his  mother's  family  had  been  rather 
able  for  some  generations  ;  the  latter  remarkably  so. 
But  this  boy  had  always  a  sort  of  practical  imbecility. 
He  was  not  stupid,  but  he  never  did  anything  right. 
He  exemplified  another  curious  trait  of  Nature's 
practice.  Mr.  Montagu  was  obstinate,  though  sen- 
sible ;  Lady  Mary  was  nighty,  though  clever.  Nature 
combined  the  defects.  Young  Edward  Montagu 
was  both  obstinate  and  flighty.  The  only  pleasure 
he  can  ever  have  given  his  parents  was  the  pleasure 
of  feeling  their  own  wisdom.  He  showed  that  they 
were  right  before  marriage  in  not  settling  the  paternal 
property  upon  him,  for  he  ran  through  every  shilling 
he  possessed.  He  was  not  sensible  enough  to  keep 
his  property,  and  just  not  fool  enough  for  the  law 
to  take  it  from  him. 

After  her  return  from  Constantinople,  Lady  Mary 
continued  to  lead  the  same  half-gay  and  half-literary 
life  as  before  ;  but  at  last  she  did  not  like  it.  Various 
ingenious  inquirers  into  antiquated  minutia  have 
endeavoured,  without  success,  to  discover  reasons 
of  detail  which  might  explain  her  dissatisfaction. 
They  have  suggested  that  some  irregular  love-affair 
was  unprosperous,  and  hinted  that  she  and  her 
husband  were  not  on  good  terms.  The  love-affair, 
however,  when  looked  for,  cannot  be  found  ;  and 
though  she  and  her  husband  would  appear  to  have 
been  but  distantly  related,  they  never  had  any  great 
quarrel  which  we  know  of.  Neither  seems  to  have 
been  fitted  to  give  the  other  much  pleasure,  and 
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each  had  the  fault  of  which  the  other  was  most 
impatient. 

Before  marriage  Lady  Mary  had  charmed  Mr. 
Montagu,  but  she  had  also  frightened  him ;  after 
marriage  she  frightened,  but  did  not  charm  him.  He 
was  formal  and  composed  ;  she  was  flighty  and 
outree.  '  What  will  she  do  next  ?  '  was  doubtless 
the  poor  man's  daily  feeling ;  and  '  Will  he  ever  do 
anything  ?  '  was  probably  also  hers.  Torpid  busi- 
ness, which  is  always  going  on,  but  which  never 
seems  to  come  to  anything,  is  simply  aggravating 
to  a  clever  woman.  Even  the  least  impatient  lady 
can  hardly  endure  a  perpetual  process  for  which  there 
is  little  visible  and  nothing  theatrical  to  show ;  and 
Lady  Mary  was  by  no  means  the  least  impatient. 
But  there  was  no  abrupt  quarrel  between  the  two  ; 
and  a  husband  and  wife  who  have  lived  together 
more  than  twenty  years  can  generally  manage  to 
continue  to  live  together  during  a  second  twenty 
years.  These  reasons  of  detail  are  scarcely  the 
reasons  for  Lady  Mary's  wishing  to  break  away  from 
the  life  to  which  she  had  so  long  been  used.  Yet 
there  was  clearly  some  reason,  for  Lady  Mary  went 
abroad,  and  stayed  there  during  many  years. 

We  believe  that  the  cause  was  not  special  and 
peculiar  to  the  case,  but  general,  and  due  to  the  in- 
variable principles  of  human  nature,  at  all  times  and 
everywhere.  If  historical  experience  proves  any- 
thing, it  proves  that  the  earth  is  not  adapted  for  a 
life  of  mere  intellectual  pleasure.  The  life  of  a  brute 
on  earth,  though  bad,  is  possible.  It  is  not  even 
difficult  to  many  persons  to  destroy  the  higher  part 
of  their  nature  by  a  continual  excess  in  sensual 
pleasure.  It  is  even  more  easy  and  possible  to  dull 
all  the  soul  and  most  of  the  mind  by  a  vapid  accumu- 
lation of  torpid  comfort.  Many  of  the  middle 
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classes  spend  their  whole  lives  in  a  constant  series 
of  petty  pleasures,  and  an  undeviating  pursuit  of 
small  material  objects.  The  gross  pursuit  of  pleasure, 
and  the  tiresome  pursuit  of  petty  comfort,  are  quite 
suitable  to  such  '  a  being  as  man  in  such  a  world  as 
the  present  one.'  What  is  not  possible  is  to  com- 
bine the  pursuit  of  pleasure  and  the  enjoyment  of 
comfort  with  the  characteristic  pleasures  of  a  strong 
mind. 

If  you  wish  for  luxury,  you  must  not  nourish  the 
inquisitive  instinct.  The  great  problems  of  human 
life  are  in  the  air ;  they  are  without  us  in  the  life 
we  see,  within  us  in  the  life  we  feel.  A  quick  intellect 
feels  them  in  a  moment.  It  says,  '  Why  am  I  here  ? 
What  is  pleasure,  that  I  desire  it  ?  What  is  comfort, 
that  I  seek  it  ?  What  are  carpets  and  tables  ? 
What  is  the  lust  of  the  eye  ?  What  is  the  pride  of 
life,  that  they  should  satisfy  me  ?  I  was  not  made 
for  such  things.  I  hate  them,  because  I  have  liked 
them  ;  I  loathe  them,  because  it  seems  that  there 
is  nothing  else  for  me.'  An  impatient  woman's 
intellect  comes  to  this  point  in  a  moment ;  it  says, 
'  Society  is  good,  but  I  have  seen  society  What 
is  the  use  of  talking,  or  hearing  bon-mots  ?  I  have 
done  both  till  I  am  tired  of  doing  either.  I  have 
laughed  till  I  have  no  wish  to  laugh  again,  and 
made  others  laugh  till  I  have  hated  them  for  being 
such  fools.  As  for  instruction,  I  have  seen  the 
men  of  genius  of  my  time  ;  and  they  tell  me  nothing, 
nothing  of  what  I  want  to  know.  They  are  choked 
with  intellectual  frivolities .  They  cannot  say  "  whence 
I  came,  and  whither  I  go."  What  do  they  know 
of  themselves  ?  It  is  not  from  literary  people  that 
we  can  learn  anything  ;  more  likely,  they  will  copy, 
or  try  to  copy,  the  manners  of  lords,  and  make 
ugly  love,  in  bad  imitation  of  those  who  despise 
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them.'  Lady  Mary  felt  this,  as  we  believe.  She 
had  seen  all  the  world  of  England,  and  it  did  not 
satisfy.  She  turned  abroad,  not  in  pursuit  of  definite 
good,  nor  from  fear  of  particular  evil,  but  from  a 
vague  wish  for  some  great  change — from  a  wish  to 
escape  from  a  life  which  harassed  the  soul,  but  did 
not  calm  it ;  which  awakened  the  intellect  without 
answering  its  questions. 

She  lived  abroad  for  more  than  twenty  years,  at 
Avignon  and  Venice  and  elsewhere ;  and,  during 
that  absence,  she  wrote  the  letters  which  compose 
the  greater  part  of  her  works.  And  there  is  no 
denying  that  they  are  good  letters.  The  art  of 
note-writing  may  become  classical — it  is  for  the 
present  age  to  provide  models  of  that  sort  of  com- 
position— but  letters  have  perished.  Nobody  but  a 
bore  now  takes  pains  enough  to  make  them  pleasant ; 
and  the  only  result  of  a  bore's  pains  is  to  make  them 
unpleasant.  The  correspondence  of  the  present  day 
is  a  continual  labour  without  any  visible  achieve- 
ment. The  dying  penny-a-liner  said  with  emphasis  : 
'  That  which  I  have  written  has  perished.'  We  might 
all  say  so  of  the  mass  of  petty  letters  we  write. 
They  are  a  heap  of  small  atoms,  each  with  some 
interest  individually,  but  with  no  interest  as  a 
whole ;  all  the  items  concern  us,  but  they  all  add 
up  to  nothing. 

In  the  last  century,  cultivated  people  who  sat 
down  to  write  a  letter  took  pains  to  have  something 
to  say,  and  took  pains  to  say  it.  The  postage  was 
perhaps  ninepence  ;  and  it  would  be  impudent  to 
make  a  correspondent  pay  ninepence  for  nothing. 
Still  more  impudent  was  it,  after  having  made  him 
pay  ninepence,  to  give  him  the  additional  pain  of 
making  out  what  was  half  expressed.  People,  too, 
wrote  to  one  another  then,  not  unfrequently,  who 
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had  long  been  separated,  and  who  required  much 
explanation  and  many  details  to  make  the  life  of 
each  intelligible  to  the  other.  The  correspondence 
of  the  nineteenth  century  is  like  a  series  of  telegrams 
with  amplified  headings.  There  is  not  more  than  one 
idea  ;  and  that  idea  comes  soon,  and  is  soon  over. 
The  best  correspondence  of  the  last  age  is  rather 
like  a  good  light  article, — in  which  the  points  are 
studiously  made, — in  which  the  effort  to  make 
them  is  studiously  concealed, — in  which  a  series  of 
selected  circumstances  is  set  forth, — in  which  you 
feel,  but  are  not  told,  that  the  principle  of  the  writer's 
selection  was  to  make  his  composition  pleasant. 

In  letter  -  writing  of  this  kind  Lady  Mary  was 
very  skilful.  She  has  the  highest  merit  of  letter- 
writing —  she  is  concise  without  being  affected. 
Fluency,  which  a  great  orator  pronounced  to  be 
the  curse  of  orators,  is  at  least  equally  the  curse  of 
writers.  There  are  many  people,  many  ladies  especi- 
ally, who  can  write  letters  at  any  length,  in  any 
number,  and  at  any  time.  We  may  be  quite  sure 
that  the  letters  so  written  are  not  good  letters. 
Composition  of  any  sort  implies  consideration ; 
you  must  see  where  you  are  going  before  you  can 
go  straight,  or  can  pick  your  steps  as  you  go.  On 
the  other  hand,  too  much  consideration  is  unfavour- 
able to  the  ease  of  letter-writing,  and  perhaps  of  all 
writing.  A  letter  too  much  studied  wants  flow ; 
it  is  a  museum  of  hoarded  sentences.  Each  sentence 
sounds  effective  ;  but  the  whole  composition  wants 
vitality.  It  was  written  with  the  memory  instead 
of  the  mind ;  and  every  reader  feels  the  effect, 
though  only  the  critical  reader  can  detect  the  cause. 
Lady  Mary  understood  all  this.  She  said  what  she 
had  to  say  in  words  that  were  always  graphic  and 
always  sufficiently  good,  but  she  avoided  curious 
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felicity.     Her    expressions    seem    choice,    but    not 
chosen. 

At  the  end  of  her  life,  Lady  Mary  pointed  a  sub- 
ordinate but  not  a  useless  moral.  The  masters  of 
mundane  ethics  observe  that  you  should  stay  in  the 
world,  or  stay  out  of  the  world.  Lady  Mary  did 
neither.  She  went  out  and  tried  to  return.  Horace 
Walpole  thus  describes  the  result :  '  Lady  Mary 
Wortley  is  arrived  ;  I  have  seen  her ;  I  think  her 
avarice,  her  art,  and  her  vivacity  are  all  increased. 
Her  dress,  like  her  language,  is  a  galimatias  of  several 
countries  ;  the  groundwork  rags,  and  the  embroidery 
nastiness.  She  needs  no  cap,  no  handkerchief,  no 
gown,  no  petticoat,  and  no  shoes.  An  old  black 
laced  hood  represents  the  first ;  the  fur  of  a  horse- 
man's coat,  which  replaces  the  third,  serves  for  the 
second ;  a  dimity  petticoat  is  deputy  and  officiates 
for  the  fourth  ;  and  slippers  act  the  part  of  the 
last.  When  I  was  at  Florence,  and  she  was  expected 
there,  we  were  drawing  sortes  Virgilianas  for  her  ; 
we  literally  drew 

"  Insanam  vatem  aspicies."  1 

It  would  have  been  a  stranger  prophecy  now  even 
than  it  was  then.'  There  is  a  description  of  what 
the  favourite  of  society  becomes  after  leaving  it 
for  years,  and  after  indulging  eccentricities  for  years  ! 
There  is  a  commentary  on  the  blunder  of  exposing 
yourself  in  your  old  age  to  young  people,  to  whom 
you  have  always  been  a  tradition  and  a  name  ! 
Horace  Walpole  doubtless  painted  up  a  few  trivialities 
a  little.  And  one  of  the  traits  is  true.  Lady  Mary 
lived  before  the  age  in  which  people  waste  half 
their  lives  in  washing  the  whole  of  their  persons. 
Lady  Mary  did  not  live  long  after  her  return  to 
1  '  Thou  shalt  behold  the  frenzied  prophetess  :  '  JEneid,  iii.  443. 
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England.  Horace  Walpole's  letter  is  written  on  the 
2nd  February  [1762],  and  she  died  on  the  2ist  August 
in  the  same  year.  Her  husband  had  died  just  before 
her  return,  and  perhaps,  after  so  many  years,  she 
would  not  have  returned  unless  he  had  done  so. 
Requiescat  in  pace  ;  for  she  quarrelled  all  her  life. 
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STERNE  AND  THACKERAY.1 

MR.  PERCY  FITZGERALD  has  expressed  his  surprise 
that  no  one  before  him  has  narrated  the  life  of 
Sterne  in  two  volumes.  We  are  much  more  surprised 
that  he  has  done  so.  The  life  of  Sterne  was  of  the 
very  simplest  sort.  He  was  a  Yorkshire  clergyman, 
and  lived  for  the  most  part  a  sentimental,  question- 
able, jovial  life  in  the  country.  He  was  a  queer 
parson,  according  to  our  notions ;  but  in  those 
days  there  were  many  queer  parsons.  Late  in  life 
he  wrote  a  book  or  two,  which  gave  him  access  to 
London  society  ;  and  then  he  led  a  still  more  question- 
able and  unclerical  life  at  the  edge  of  the  great  world. 
After  that  he  died  in  something  like  distress,  and 
leaving  his  family  in  something  like  misery.  A 
simpler  life,  as  far  as  facts  go,  never  was  known  ; 
and  simple  as  it  is,  the  story  has  been  well  told  by 
Sir  Walter  Scott,  and  has  been  well  commented  on 
by  Mr.  Thackeray.  It  should  have  occurred  to 
Mr.  Fitzgerald  that  a  subject  may  only  have  been 
briefly  treated  because  it  is  a  limited  and  simple 
subject,  which  suggests  but  few  remarks,  and  does 
not  require  an  elaborate  and  copious  description. 

There  are  but  few  materials,  too,  for  a  long  life 
of  Sterne.  Mr.  Fitzgerald  has  stuffed  his  volumes 

1  [NATIONAL  REVIEW,  April  1864.]  The  Life  of  Laurence  Sterne. 
By  Percy  Fitzgerald,  M.A.,  M.R.I. A.  In  two  volumes.  Chapman 
&  Hall. 

Thackeray  the  Humourist  and  the  Man  of  Letters.  By  Theodore 
Taylor,  Esq.  London  :  John  Camden  Hotten. 
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with  needless  facts  about  Sterne's  distant  relations, 
his  great-uncles  and  ninth  cousins,  in  which  no  one 
now  can  take  the  least  interest.  Sterne's  daughter, 
who  was  left  ill-off,  did  indeed  publish  two  little 
volumes  of  odd  letters,  which  no  clergyman's  daughter 
would  certainly  have  published  now.  But  even 
these  are  too  small  in  size  and  thin  in  matter  to  be 
spun  into  a  copious  narrative.  We  should  in  this 
review  have  hardly  given  even  a  brief  sketch  of 
Sterne's  life,  if  we  did  not  think  that  his  artistic 
character  presented  one  fundamental  resemblance 
and  many  superficial  contrasts  to  that  of  a  great 
man  whom  we  have  lately  lost.  We  wish  to  point 
these  out ;  and  a  few  interspersed  remarks  on  the 
life  of  Sterne  will  enable  us  to  enliven  the  tedium 
of  criticism  with  a  little  interest  from  human  life. 

Sterne's  father  was  a  shiftless,  roving  Irish  officer 
in  the  early  part  of  the  last  century.  He  served  in 
Marlborough's  wars,  and  was  cast  adrift,  like  many 
greater  people,  by  the  caprice  of  Queen  Anne  and 
the  sudden  peace  of  Utrecht.  Of  him  only  one 
anecdote  remains.  He  was,  his  son  tells  us,  '  a  little 
smart  man,  somewhat  rapid  and  hasty '  in  his 
temper  ;  and  during  some  fighting  at  Gibraltar  he 
got  into  a  squabble  with  another  young  officer,  a 
Captain  Phillips.  The  subject,  it  seems,  was  a 
goose  ;  but  that  is  not  now  material.  It  ended  in 
a  duel,  which  was  fought  with  swords  in  a  room. 
Captain  Phillips  pinned  Ensign  Sterne  to  a  plaster- 
wall  behind  ;  upon  which  he  quietly  asked,  or  is 
said  to  have  asked,  '  Do  wipe  the  plaster  off  your 
sword  before  you  pull  it  out  of  me  ;  '  which,  if  true, 
showed  at  least  presence  of  mind.  Mr,  Fitzgerald, 
in  his  famine  of  matter,  discusses  who  this  Captain 
Phillips  was  ;  but  into  this  we  shall  not  follow  him. 

A  smart,  humorous,  shiftless  father  of   this   sort 
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is  not  perhaps  a  bad  father  for  a  novelist.  Sterne 
was  dragged  here  and  there,  through  scenes  of  life 
where  no  correct  and  thriving  parent  would  ever 
have  taken  him.  Years  afterwards,  with  all  their 
harshness  softened  and  half  their  pains  dissembled, 
Sterne  dashed  them  upon  pages  which  will  live  for 
ever.  Of  money  and  respectability  Sterne  inherited 
from  his  father  little  or  none ;  but  he  inherited  two 
main  elements  of  his  intellectual  capital — a  great 
store  of  odd  scenes,  and  the  sensitive  Irish  nature 
which  appreciates  odd  scenes. 

Sterne  was  born  in  the  year  1713,  the  year  of 
the  peace  of  Utrecht,  which  cast  his  father  adrift 
upon  the  world.  Of  his  mother  we  know  nothing. 
Years  afterwards,  it  was  said  that  he  behaved  ill  to 
her ;  at  least  neglected  her  in  misery  when  he  had 
the  means  of  placing  her  in  comfort.  His  enemies 
neatly  said  that  he  preferred  '  whining  over  a  dead 
ass  to  relieving  a  living  mother.'  But  these  accusa- 
tions have  never  been  proved.  Sterne  was  not 
remarkable  for  active  benevolence,  and  certainly 
may  have  neglected  an  old  and  uninteresting  woman, 
even  though  that  woman  was  his  mother  ;  he  was 
a  bad  hand  at  dull  duties,  and  did  not  like  elderly 
females  ;  but  we  must  not  condemn  him  on  simple 
probabilities,  or  upon  a  neat  epigram  and  loose 
tradition.  '  The  regiment/  says  Sterne,  '  in  which 
my  father  served  being  broke,  he  left  Ireland  as 
soon  as  I  was  able  to  be  carried,  and  came  to  the 
family  seat  at  Elvington,  near  York,  where  his 
mother  lived.' 

After  this  he  was  carried  about  for  some  years,  as 
his  father  led  the  rambling  life  of  a  poor  ensign, 
who  was  one  of  very  many  engaged  during  a  very 
great  war,  and  discarded  at  a  hasty  peace.  Then, 
perhaps  luckily,  his  father  died,  and  '  my  cousin 
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Sterne  of  Elvington/  as  he  calls  him,  took  charge  of 
him,  and  sent  him  to  school  and  college.  At  neither 
of  these  was  he  very  eminent.  He  told  one  story 
late  in  life  which  may  be  true,  but  seems  very  unlike 
the  usual  school-life.  '  My  schoolmaster,'  he  says, 
'  had  the  ceiling  of  the  schoolroom  new  whitewashed  : 
the  ladder  remained  there.  I  one  unlucky  day 
mounted  it,  and  wrote  with  a  brush  in  large  capitals 
LAU.  STERNE,  for  which  the  usher  severely  punished 
me.  My  master  was  much  hurt  at  this,  and  said 
before  me  that  never  should  that  name  be  effaced, 
for  I  was  a  boy  of  genius,  and  he  was  sure  I  should 
come  to  preferment.'  But  (  genius  '  is  rarely  popular 
in  places  of  education  ;  and  it  is,  to  say  the  least, 
remarkable  that  so  sentimental  a  man  as  Sterne 
should  have  chanced  upon  so  sentimental  an  in- 
structor. It  is  wise  to  be  suspicious  of  aged  reminis- 
cents  ;  they  are  like  persons  entrusted  with  '  untold 
gold  ;  (  there  is  no  check  on  what  they  tell  us. 

Sterne  went  to  Cambridge,  and  though  he  did  not 
acquire  elaborate  learning,  he  thoroughly  learned 
a  gentlemanly  stock  of  elementary  knowledge. 
There  is  even  something  scholarlike  about  his  style. 
It  bears  the  indefinable  traces  which  an  exact  study 
of  words  will  always  leave  upon  the  use  of  words. 
He  was  accused  of  stealing  learning,  and  it  is  likely 
enough  that  a  great  many  needless  quotations 
which  were  stuck  into  Tristram  Shandy  were  ab- 
stracted from  second-hand  storehouses  where  such 
things  are  to  be  found.  But  what  he  stole  was 
worth  very  little,  and  his  theft  may  now  at  least 
be  pardoned,  for  it  injures  the  popularity  of  his 
works.  Our  present  novel-readers  do  not  at  all 
care  for  an  elaborate  caricature  of  the  scholastic 
learning  ;  it  is  so  obsolete  that  we  do  not  care  to 
have  it  mimicked.  Much  of  Tristram  Shandy  is 
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a  sort  of  antediluvian  fun,  in  which  uncouth  Saurian 
jokes  play  idly  in  an  unintelligible  world. 

When  he  left  college,  Sterne  had  a  piece  of  good 
fortune  which  in  fact  ruined  him.  He  had  an  uncle 
with  much  influence  in  the  Church,  and  he  was 
thereby  seduced  to  enter  the  Church.  There  could 
not  have  been  a  greater  error.  He  had  no  special 
vice  ;  he  was  notorious  for  no  wild  dissipation  or 
unpardonable  folly ;  he  had  done  nothing  which 
even  in  this  more  discreet  age  would  be  considered 
imprudent.  He  had  even  a  refinement  which  must 
save  him  from  gross  vice,  and  a  nicety  of  nature 
which  must  save  him  from  coarse  associations. 
But  for  all  that  he  was  as  little  fit  for  a  Christian 
priest  as  if  he  had  been  a  drunkard  and  a  profligate. 
Perhaps,  even,  he  was  less  fit. 

There  are  certain  persons  whom  taste  guides, 
much  as  morality  and  conscience  guide  ordinary 
persons.  They  are  '  gentlemen.'  They  revolt  from 
what  is  coarse  ;  are  sickened  by  that  which  is  gross  ; 
hate  what  is  ugly.  They  have  no  temptation  to 
what  we  may  call  ordinary  vices  ;  they  have  no 
inclination  for  such  raw  food ;  on  the  contrary, 
they  are  repelled  by  it  and  loathe  it.  The  law 
in  their  members  does  not  war  against  the  law  of 
their  mind  ;  on  the  contrary,  the  taste  of  their  bodily 
nature  is  mainly  in  harmony  with  what  conscience 
would  prescribe  or  religion  direct.  They  may 
not  have  heard  the  saying  that  the  '  beautiful  is 
higher  than  the  good,  for  it  includes  the  good.' 
But  when  they  do  hear  it,  it  comes  upon  them  as  a 
revelation  of  their  instinctive  creed,  of  the  guidance 
under  which  they  have  been  living  all  their  lives. 
They  are  pure  because  it  is  ugly  to  be  impure  ; 
innocent  because  it  is  out  of  taste  to  be  otherwise  ; 
they  live  within  the  hedgerows  of  polished  society ; 
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they  do  not  wish  to  go  beyond  them  into  the  great 
deep  of  human  life  ;  they  have  a  horror  of  that 
'  impious  ocean/  yet  not  of  the  impiety,  but  of  the 
miscellaneous  noise,  the  disordered  confusion  of 
the  whole. 

These  are  the  men  whom  it  is  hardest  to  make 
Christian — for  the  simplest  reason ;  paganism  is 
sufficient  for  them.  Their  pride  of  the  eye  is  a  good 
pride  ;  their  love  of  the  flesh  is  a  delicate  and  direct- 
ing love.  They  keep  '  within  the  pathways  '  because 
they  dislike  the  gross,  the  uncultured,  and  the  un- 
trodden. Thus  they  reject  the  primitive  precept 
which  comes  before  Christianity.  Repent !  repent ! 
says  a  voice  in  the  wilderness  ;  but  the  delicate 
pagan  feels  superior  to  the  voice  in  the  wilderness. 
Why  should  he  attend  to  this  uncouth  person  ? 
He  has  nice  clothes  and  well-chosen  food,  the  treasures 
of  exact  knowledge,  the  delicate  results  of  the  highest 
civilisation.  Is  he  to  be  directed  by  a  person  of 
savage  habits,  with  a  distorted  countenance,  who 
lives  on  wild  honey,  who  does  not  wear  decent 
clothes  ?  To  the  pure  worshipper  of  beauty,  to 
the  naturally  refined  pagan,  conscience  and  the 
religion  of  conscience  are  not  merely  intruders, 
but  barbarous  intruders.  At  least  so  it  is  in  youth, 
when  life  is  simple,  and  temptations,  if  strong,  are 
distinct.  Years  afterwards,  probably,  the  purest 
pagan  will  be  taught  by  a  constant  accession  of 
indistinct  temptations,  and  by  a  gradual  declension 
of  his  nature,  that  taste  at  the  best,  and  sentiment 
of  the  very  purest,  are  insufficient  guides  in  the 
perplexing  labyrinth  of  the  world. 

Sterne  was  a  pagan.  He  went  into  the  Church  ; 
but  Mr.  Thackeray,  no  bad  judge,  said  most  justly 
that  his  sermons  '  have  not  a  single  Christian  senti- 
ment.' They  are  well-expressed,  vigorous,  moral 
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essays ;  but  they  are  no  more.  Much  more  was 
not  expected  by  many  congregations  in  the  last 
age.  The  secular  feeling  of  the  English  people, 
though  always  strong, — though  strong  in  Chaucer's 
time,  and  though  strong  now, — was  never  so  all- 
powerful  as  in  the  last  century.  It  was  in  those 
days  that  the  poet  Crabbe  was  remonstrated  with 
for  introducing  heaven  and  hell  into  his  sermons  ; 
such  extravagances,  he  was  told,  were  very  well 
for  the  Methodists,  but  a  clergyman  should  confine 
himself  to  sober  matters  of  this  world,  and  show 
the  prudence  and  the  reasonableness  of  virtue  during 
this  life. 

There  is  not  much  of  heaven  and  hell  in  Sterne's 
sermons,  and  what  there  is  seems  a  rhetorical  em- 
phasis which  is  not  essential  to  the  argument,  and 
which  might  perhaps  as  well  be  left  out.  Auguste 
Comte  might  have  admitted  most  of  these  sermons  ; 
they  are  healthy  statements  of  earthly  truths,  but 
they  would  be  just  as  true  if  there  was  no  religion 
at  all.  Religion  helps  the  argument,  because  foolish 
people  might  be  perplexed  with  this  world,  and 
they  yield  readily  to  another  ;  religion  enables  you — 
such  is  the  real  doctrine  of  these  divines,  when  you 
examine  it — to  coax  and  persuade  those  whom 
you  cannot  rationally  convince  ;  but  it  does  not 
alter  the  matter  in  hand — it  does  not  affect  that 
of  which  you  wish  to  persuade  men,  for  you  are 
but  inculcating  a  course  of  conduct  in  this  life. 
Sterne's  sermons  would  be  just  as  true  if  the  secular- 
ists should  succeed  in  their  argument,  and  the 
'  valuable  illusion '  of  a  deity  were  omitted  from 
the  belief  of  mankind. 

However,  in  fact,  Sterne  took  orders,  and  by  the 
aid  of  his  uncle,  who  was  a  Church  politician,  and 
who  knew  the  powers  that  were,  he  obtained  several 
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small  livings.  Being  a  pluralist  was  a  trifle  in  those 
easy  times  ;  nobody  then  thought  that  the  parish- 
ioners of  a  parson  had  a  right  to  his  daily  presence  ; 
if  some  provision  were  made  for  the  performance 
of  a  Sunday  service,  he  had  done  his  duty,  and  he 
could  spend  the  surplus  income  where  he  liked. 
He  might  perhaps  be  bound  to  reside,  if  health 
permitted,  on  one  of  his  livings,  but  the  law  allowed 
him  to  have  many,  and  he  could  not  be  compelled 
to  reside  on  them  all.  Sterne  preached  well-written 
sermons  on  Sundays,  and  led  an  easy  pagan  life 
on  other  days,  and  no  one  blamed  him. 

He  fell  in  love  too,  and  after  he  was  dead  his 
daughter  found  two  or  three  of  his  love-letters  to 
her  mother,  which  she  rashly  published.  They 
have  been  the  unfeeling  sport  of  persons  not  in  love 
up  to  the  present  time.  Years  ago  Mr.  Thackeray 
used  to  make  audiences  laugh  till  they  cried  by 
reading  one  or  two  of  them,  and  contrasting  them 
with  certain  other  letters  also  about  his  wife,  but 
written  many  years  later.  This  is  the  sort  of  thing  : — 

'  Yes  !  I  will  steal  from  the  world,  and  not  a  babbling 
tongue  shall  tell  where  I  am — Echo  shall  not  so  much  as 
whisper  my  hiding-place — suffer  thy  imagination  to  paint 
it  as  a  little  sun-gilt  cottage,  on  the  side  of  a  romantic  hill — 
dost  thou  think  I  will  leave  love  and  friendship  behind  me  ? 
No  !  they  shall  be  my  companions  in  solitude,  for  they  will 
sit  down  and  rise  up  with  me  in  the  amiable  form  of  my  L. — • 
We  will  be  as  merry  and  as  innocent  as  our  first  parents  in 
Paradise  before  the  archfiend  entered  that  undescribable 
scene. 

'  The  kindest  affections  will  have  room  to  shoot  and  expand 
in  our  retirement,  and  produce  such  fruit  as  madness,  and 
envy,  and  ambition  have  always  killed  in  the  bud. — Let  the 
human  tempest  and  hurricane  rage  at  a  distance,  the  desola- 
tion is  beyond  the  horizon  of  peace.  My  L.  has  seen  a 
polyanthus  blow  in  December — some  friendly  wall  has 
sheltered  it  from  the  biting  wind. — No  planetary  influence 
shall  reach  us,  but  that  which  presides  and  cherishes  the 
sweetest  flowers. — God  preserve  us  I  how  delightful  this 
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prospect  in  idea  !  We  will  build  and  we  will  plant,  in  our 
own  way — simplicity  shall  not  be  tortured  by  art — we  will 
learn  of  nature  how  to  live — she  shall  be  our  alchymist,  to 
mingle  all  the  good  of  life  into  one  salubrious  draught. — The 
gloomy  family  of  care  and  distrust  shall  be  banished  from  our 
dwelling,  guarded  by  thy  kind  and  tutelar  deity — we  will 
sing  our  choral  songs  of  gratitude,  and  rejoice  to  the  end  of 
our  pilgrimage. 

'  Adieu,  my  L.  Return  to  one  who  languishes  for  thy 
society.  L.  STERNE.' 

The  beautiful  language  with  which  young  ladies 
were  wooed  a  century  ago  is  a  characteristic  of  that 
extinct  age  ;  at  least,  we  fear  that  no  such  beautiful 
English  will  be  discovered  when  our  secret  repositories 
are  ransacked.  The  age  of  ridicule  has  come  in, 
and  the  age  of  good  words  has  gone  out. 

There  is  no  reason  to  doubt,  however,  that  Sterne 
was  really  in  love  with  Mrs.  Sterne.  People  have 
doubted  it  because  of  these  beautiful  words  ;  but, 
in  fact,  Sterne  was  just  the  sort  of  man  to  be  subject 
to  this  kind  of  feeling.  He  took — and  to  this  he 
owes  his  fame — the  sensitive  view  of  life.  He  regarded 
it  not  from  the  point  of  view  of  intellect,  or  con- 
science, or  religion,  but  in  the  plain  way  in  which 
natural  feeling  impresses,  and  will  always  impress, 
a  natural  person.  He  is  a  great  author  ;  certainly 
not  because  of  great  thoughts,  for  there  is  scarcely 
a  sentence  in  his  writings  which  can  be  called  a 
thought ;  nor  from  sublime  conceptions  which 
enlarge  the  limits  of  our  imagination,  for  he  never 
leaves  the  sensuous, — but  because  of  his  wonderful 
sympathy  with,  and  wonderful  power  of  repre- 
senting, simple  human  nature.  The  best  passages 
in  Sterne  are  those  which  every  one  knows,  like 
this  :— 

'  Thou  hast  left  this  matter  short,  said  my  uncle  Toby  to 
the  corporal,  as  he  was  putting  him  to  bed,  [and  I  will  tell 
thee  in  what,  Trim. In  the  first  place,  when  thou  madest 
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an  offer  of  my  services  to  Le  Fevre, — as]sickness  and  travelling 
are  both  expensive,  and  thou  knewest  he  was  but  a  poor 
lieutenant,  with  a  son  to  subsist,  as  well  as  himself,  out  of  his 
pay, — that  thou  didst  not  make  an  offer  to  him  of  my  purse  ; 
because,  had  he  stood  in  need,  thou  knowest,  Trim,  he  had 

been  as  welcome  to  it  as  myself. Your  honour  knows,  said 

the  corporal,  I  had  no  orders  ; True,  quoth  my  uncle  Toby, 

— thou  didst  very  right,  Trim,  as  a  soldier, — but  certainly  very 
wrong  as  a  man. 

'  In  the  second  place,  for  which,  indeed,  thou  hast  the  same 

excuse,  continued  my  uncle  Toby, when  thou  offeredst 

him  whatever  was  in  my  house, — thou  shouldst  have  offered 

him  my  house  too  : A  sick  brother  officer  should  have  the 

best  quarters,  Trim,  and  if  we  had  him  with  us, — we  could 

tend  and  look  to  him  : Thou  art  an  excellent  nurse  thyself, 

Trim, — and  what  with  thy  care  of  him,  and  the  old  woman's, 
and  his  boy's,  and  mine  together,  we  might  recruit  him  again 

at  once,  and  set  him  upon  his  legs. 

— In  a  fortnight  or  three  weeks,  added  my  uncle  Toby, 

smiling, — he    might    march. He    will    never    march,    an' 

please   your   honour,  in  this  world,  said   the   corporal  : 

He  will  march  ;   said  my  uncle  Toby,   rising   up   from  the 

side    of    the   bed,    with    one    shoe    off. An'   please   your 

honour,  said  the  corporal,  he  will  never  march,  but  to  his 

grave  : He  shall  march,  cried  my  uncle  Toby,  marching 

the  foot  which  had  a  shoe  on,  though  without  advancing  an 

inch, — he  shall  march  to  his  regiment. He  cannot  stand 

it,    said   the   corporal. He   shall   be   supported,  said  my 

uncle  Toby. He'll  drop    at    last,  said  the  corporal,  and 

what  will  become  of-  the  boy  ? He  shall  not  drop,  said 

my  uncle  Toby  firmly. A-well-o'day,  do  what  we  can  for 

him,  said  Trim,  maintaining  his  point, — the  poor  soul 
will  die. He  shall  not  die,  by  G — ,  cried  my  uncle  Toby. 

'  — The  ACCUSING  SPIRIT,  which  flew  up  to  heaven's  chancery 
with  the  oath,  blush'd  as  he  gave  it  in  ; — and  the  RECORDING 
ANGEL,  as  he  wrote  it  down,  dropp'd  a  tear  upon  the  word, 
and  blotted  it  out  for  ever. 

'  — My  uncle  Toby  went  to  his  bureau, — put  his  purse 
into  his  breeches  pocket,  and  having  ordered  the  corporal 
to  go  early  in  the  morning  for  a  physician, — he  went  to  bed, 
and  fell  asleep. 

'  The  sun  looked  bright  the  morning  after,  to  every  eye  in 
the  village  but  Le  Fevre's  and  his  afflicted  son's  ;  the  hand  of 

death  pressed  heavy  upon  his  eye-lids, and  hardly  could 

the  wheel  at  the  cistern  turn  round  its  circle, — when  my 
uncle  Toby,  who  had  rose  up  an  hour  before  his  wonted  time, 
entered  the  lieutenant's  room,  and  without  preface,  or 
apology,  sat  himself  down  upon  the  chair  by  the  bedside, 
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and  independently  of  all  modes  and  customs,  opened  the 
curtain  in  the  manner  an  old  friend  and  brother  officer  would 
have  done  it,  and  asked  him  how  he  did, — how  he  had  rested 
in  the  night, — what  was  his  complaint, — where  was  his  pain, 

— and  what  he  could  do  to  help  him  : and  without  giving 

him  time  to  answer  any  one  of  the  inquiries,  went  on  and 
told  him  of  the  little  plan  which  he  had  been  concerting  with 
the  corporal  the  night  before  for  him 

' You  shall  go  home  directly,  Le  Fevre,  said  my  uncle 

Toby,  to  my  house, — and  we'll  send  for  a  doctor  to  see 
what's  the  matter, — and  we'll  have  an  apothecary, — and  the 

corporal  shall  be  your  nurse  ; and  I'll  be  your  servant,  Le 

Fevre. 

'  There  was  a  frankness  in  my  uncle  Toby, — not  the  effect 
of  familiarity, — but  the  cause  of  it, — which  let  you  at  once 
into  his  soul,  and  showed  you  the  goodness  of  his  nature  ;  to 
this,  there  was  something  in  his  looks,  and  voice,  and  manner, 
super-added,  which  eternally  beckoned  to  the  unfortunate 
to  come  and  take  shelter  under  him  ;  so  that  before  my  uncle 
Toby  had  half  finished  the  kind  offers  he  was  making  to  the 
father,  had  the  son  insensibly  pressed  up  close  to  his  knees, 
and  had  taken  hold  of  the  breast  of  his  coat,  and  was  pulling  it 

towards  him. The  blood  and  spirits  of  Le  Fevre,  which 

were  waxing  cold  and  slow  within  him,  and  were  retreating 
to  their  last  citadel,  the  heart, — rallied  back, — the  film 
forsook  his  eyes  for  a  moment, — he  looked  up  wishfully  in 
my  uncle  Toby's  face, — then  cast  a  look  upon  his  boy, — and 
that  ligament,  fine  as  it  was, — was  never  broken. 

'Nature  instantly  ebb'd  again, — the  film  returned  to 

its  place, the  pulse  fluttered stopp'd went  on 

throbb'd stopp'd  again moved stopp'd 

shall  I  go  on  ? No.'  1 

In  one  of  the  Roundabout  Papers  Mr.  Thackeray 
introduces  a  literary  man  complaining  of  his  '  sensi- 
bility.' '  Ah,'  he  replies,  '  my  good  friend,  your 
sensibility  is  your  livelihood :  if  you  did  not  feel 
the  events  and  occurrences  of  life  more  acutely 
than  others,  you  could  not  describe  them  better  ; 
and  it  is  the  excellence  of  your  description  by  which 
you  live.'  This  is  precisely  true  of  Sterne.  He  is  a 
great  author  because  he  felt  acutely.  He  is  the 
most  pathetic  of  writers  because  he  had — when 
1  Tristram  Shandy,  vol.  vi.  chaps,  viii.-x. 
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writing,  at  least — the  most  pity.  He  was,  too,  we 
believe,  pretty  sharply  in  love  with  Mrs.  Sterne, 
because  he  was  sensitive  to  that  sort  of  feeling 
likewise. 

The  difficulty  of  this  sort  of  character  is  the 
difficulty  of  keeping  it.  It  does  not  last.  There  is 
a  certain  bloom  of  sensibility  and  feeling  about  it 
which,  in  the  course  of  nature,  is  apt  to  fade  soon, 
and  which,  when  it  has  faded,  there  is  nothing  to 
replace.  A  character  with  the  binding  elements — 
with  a  firm  will,  a  masculine  understanding,  and 
a  persistent  conscience — may  retain,  and  perhaps 
improve,  the  early  and  original  freshness.  But  a 
loose-set,  though  pure  character,  the  moment  it  is 
thrown  into  temptation  sacrifices  its  purity,  loses 
its  gloss,  and  gets,  so  to  speak,  out  of  form  entirely. 

We  do  not  know  with  great  accuracy  what  Sterne's 
temptations  were  ;  but  there  was  one,  which  we  can 
trace  with  some  degree  of  precision,  which  has  left 
ineffaceable  traces  on  his  works, — which  probably 
left  some  traces  upon  his  character  and  conduct. 
There  was  in  that  part  of  Yorkshire  a  certain  John 
Hall  Stevenson,  a  country  gentleman  of  some  fortune, 
and  possessed  of  a  castle,  which  he  called  Crazy 
Castle.  Thence  he  wrote  tales,  which  he  named 
'  Crazy  Tales,'  but  which  certainly  are  not  entitled 
to  any  such  innocent  name.  The  licence  of  that 
age  was  unquestionably  wonderful.  A  man  of  good 
property  could  write  any  evil.  There  was  no  legal 
check,  or  ecclesiastical  check,  and  hardly  any  check 
of  public  opinion.  These  '  Crazy  Tales  '  have  licence 
without  humour,  and  vice  without  amusement. 
They  are  the  writing  of  a  man  with  some  wit,  but 
only  enough  wit  for  light  conversation,  which  be- 
comes overworked  and  dull  when  it  is  reduced  to 
regular  composition  and  made  to  write  long  tales. 
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The  author,  feeling  his  wit  jaded,  perpetually  becomes 
immoral,  in  the  vain  hope  that  he  will  cease  to  be 
dull.  He  has  attained  his  reward ;  he  will  be 
remembered  for  nauseous  tiresomeness  by  all  who 
have  read  him. 

But  though  the  '  Crazy  Tales  '  are  now  tedious, 
Crazy  Castle  was  a  pleasant  place,  at  least  to  men 
like  .Sterne.  He  was  an  idle  young  parson,  with 
much  sensibility,  much  love  of  life  and  variety,  and 
not  a  bit  of  grave  goodness.  The  dull  duties  of  a 
country  parson,  as  we  now  understand  them,  would 
never  have  been  to  his  taste  ;  and  the  sinecure  idle- 
ness then  permitted  to  parsons  left  him  open  to  every 
temptation.  The  frail  texture  of  merely  natural 
purity,  the  soft  fibre  of  the  instinctive  pagan,  yield 
to  the  first  casualty.  Exactly  what  sort  of  life  they 
led  at  Crazy  Castle  we  do  not  know ;  but  vaguely 
we  do  know,  and  we  may  be  sure  Mrs.  Sterne  was 
against  it. 

One  part  of  Crazy  Castle  has  had  effects  which  will 
last  as  long  as  English  literature.  It  had  a  library 
richly  stored  in  old  folio  learning,  and  also  in  the 
amatory  reading  of  other  days.  Every  page  of 
Tristram  Shandy  bears  traces  of  both  elements. 
Sterne,  when  he  wrote  it,  had  filled  his  head  and 
his  mind,  not  with  the  literature  of  his  own  age,  but 
with  the  literature  of  past  ages.  He  was  thinking 
of  Rabelais  rather  than  of  Fielding  ;  of  forgotten 
romances  rather  than  of  Richardson.  He  wrote, 
indeed,  of  his  own  times  and  of  men  he  had  seen, 
because  his  sensitive  vivid  nature  would  only  endure 
to  write  of  present  things.  But  the  mode  in  which 
he  wrote  was  largely  coloured  by  literary  habits  and 
literary  fashions  that  had  long  passed  away.  The 
oddity  of  the  book  was  a  kind  of  advertisement  to 
its  genius,  and  that  oddity  consisted  in  the  use  of 
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old  manners  upon  new  things. — No  analysis  or 
account  of  Tristram  Shandy  could  be  given  which 
would  suit  the  present  generation  ;  being,  indeed, 
a  book  without  plan  or  order,  it  is  in  every  genera- 
tion unfit  for  analysis.  This  age  would  not  endure 
a  statement  of  the  most  telling  points,  as  the  writer 
thought  them,  and  no  age  would  like  an  elaborate 
plan  of  a  book  in  which  there  is  no  plan,  in  which  the 
detached  remarks  and  separate  scenes  were  really 
meant  to  be  the  whole.  The  notion  that  '  a  plot 
was  to  hang  plums  upon  '  was  Sterne's  notion  exactly. 
The  real  excellence  of  Sterne  is  single  and  simple  ; 
the  defects  are  numberless  and  complicated.  He 
excels,  perhaps,  all  other  writers  in  mere  simple 
description  of  common  sensitive  human  action.  He 
places  before  you  in  their  simplest  form  the  ele- 
mental facts  of  human  life  ;  he  does  not  view  them 
through  the  intellect,  he  scarcely  views  them  through 
the  imagination  ;  he  does  but  reflect  the  unimpaired 
impression  which  the  facts  of  life,  which  [do]  not 
change  from  age  to  age,  make  on  the  deep  basis 
of  human  feeling,  which  changes  as  little  though 
years  go  on.  The  example  we  quoted  just  now  is 
as  good  as  any  other,  though  not  better  than  any 
other.  Our  readers  should  go  back  to  it  again,  or 
our  praise  may  seem  overcharged.  It  is  the  portrait 
painting  of  the  heart.  It  is  as  pure  a  reflection 
of  mere  natural  feeling  as  literature  has  ever  given, 
or  will  ever  give.  The  delineation  is  nearly  perfect. 
Sterne's  feeling  in  his  higher  moments  so  much  over- 
powered his  intellect,  and  so  directed  his  imagina- 
tion, that  no  intrusive  thought  blemishes,  no  distort- 
ing fancy  mars,  the  perfection  of  the  representation. 
The  disenchanting  facts  which  deface,  the  low  cir- 
cumstances which  debase,  the  simpler  feelings  oftener 
than  any  other  feelings,  his  art  excludes.  The  feeling 
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which  would  probably  be  coarse  in  the  reality  is 
refined  in  the  picture.  The  unconscious  tact  of  the 
nice  artist  heightens  and  chastens  reality,  but  yet 
it  is  reality  still.  His  mind  was  like  a  pure  lake  of 
delicate  water  :  it  reflects  the  ordinary  landscape, 
the  rugged  hills,  the  loose  pebbles,  the  knotted  and 
the  distorted  firs,  perfectly  and  as  they  are,  yet 
with  a  charm  and  fascination  that  they  have  not 
in  themselves.  This  is  the  highest  attainment  of 
art,  to  be  at  the  same  time  nature  and  something 
more  than  nature. 

But  here  the  great  excellence  of  Sterne  ends  as 
well  as  begins.  In  Tristram  Shandy  especially 
there  are  several  defects  which,  while  we  are  reading 
it,  tease  and  disgust  so  much  that  we  are  scarcely 
willing  even  to  admire  as  we  ought  to  admire  the  nice 
pictures  of  human  emotion.  The  first  of  these,  and 
perhaps  the  worst,  is  the  fantastic  disorder  of  the 
form.  It  is  an  imperative  law  of  the  writing  art, 
that  a  book  should  go  straight  on.  A  great  writer 
should  be  able  to  tell  a  great  meaning  as  coherently 
as  a  small  writer  tells  a  small  meaning.  The  magni- 
tude of  the  thought  to  be  conveyed,  the  delicacy  of 
the  emotion  to  be  painted,  render  the  introductory 
touches  of  consummate  art  not  of  less  importance, 
but  of  more  importance.  A  great  writer  should 
train  the  mind  of  the  reader  for  his  greatest  things  ; 
that  is,  by  first  strokes  and  fitting  preliminaries 
he  should  form  and  prepare  his  mind  for  the  due 
appreciation  and  the  perfect  enjoyment  of  high 
creations.  He  should  not  blunder  upon  a  beauty, 
nor,  after  a  great  imaginative  creation,  should  he  at 
once  fall  back  to  bare  prose.  The  high-wrought 
feeling  which  a  poet  excites  should  not  be  turned 
out  at  once  and  without  warning  into  the  discompos- 
ing world. 
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It  is  one  of  the  greatest  merits  of  the  greatest 
living  writer  of  fiction — of  the  authoress  of  Adam 
Bede — that  she  never  brings  you  to  anything  without 
preparing  you  for  it ;  she  has  no  loose  lumps  of 
beauty  ;  she  puts  in  nothing  at  random  ;  after  her 
greatest  scenes,  too,  a  natural  sequence  of  sub- 
ordinate realities  again  tones  down  the  mind  to 
this  sublunary  world.  Her  logical  style — the  most 
logical,  probably,  which  a  woman  ever  wrote — aids 
in  this  matter  her  natural  sense  of  due  proportion. 
There  is  not  a  space  of  incoherency — not  a  gap.  It 
is  not  natural  to  begin  with  the  point  of  a  story,  and 
she  does  not  begin  with  it.  When  some  great  marvel 
has  been  told,  we  all  wish  to  know  what  came  of  it,  and 
she  tells  us.  Her  natural  way,  as  it  seems  to  those 
who  do  not  know  its  rarity,  of  telling  what  happened 
produces  the  consummate  effect  of  gradual  enchant- 
ment and  as  gradual  disenchantment. 

But  Sterne's  style  is  unnatural.  He  never  begins 
at  the  beginning  and  goes  straight  through  to  the 
end.  He  shies-in  a  beauty  suddenly ;  and  just 
when  you  are  affected  he  turns  round  and  grins 
at  it.  '  Ah,'  he  says,  '  is  it  not  fine  ?  '  And  then  he 
makes  jokes  which  at  that  place  and  that  time  are 
out  of  place,  or  passes  away  into  scholastic  or  other 
irrelevant  matter,  which  simply  disgusts  and  dis- 
heartens those  whom  he  has  just  delighted.  People 
excuse  all  this  irregularity  of  form  by  saying  that 
it  was  imitated  from  Rabelais.  But  this  is  nonsense. 
Rabelais,  perhaps,  could  not  in  his  day  venture  to 
tell  his  meaning  straight  out ;  at  any  rate,  he  did 
not  tell  it.  Sterne  should  not  have  chosen  a  model 
so  monstrous.  Incoherency  is  not  less  a  defect 
because  an  imperfect  foreign  writer  once  made  use 
of  it.  '  You  may  have,  sir,  a  reason/  said  Dr.  John- 
son, '  for  saying  that  two  and  two  make  five,  but 

VOL.  II. —  I? 
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they  will  still  make  four.'  l  Just  so,  a  writer  may 
have  a  reason  for  selecting  the  defect  of  incoherency, 
but  it  is  a  defect  still.  Sterne's  best  things  read 
best  out  of  his  books — in  Enfield's  Speaker  and  other 
places — and  you  can  say  no  worse  of  anyone  as  a 
continuous  artist. 

Another  most  palpable  defect — especially  palp- 
able nowadays — in  Tristram  Shandy  is  its  indecency. 
It  is  quite  true  that  the  customary  conventions 
of  writing  are  much  altered  during  the  last  century, 
and  much  which  would  formerly  have  been  deemed 
blameless  would  now  be  censured  and  disliked. 
The  audience  has  changed  ;  and  decency  is  of  course 
in  part  dependent  on  who  is  within  hearing.  A 
divorce  case  may  be  talked  over  across  a  club-table 
with  a  plainness  of  speech  and  development  of 
expression  which  would  be  indecent  in  a  mixed  party, 
and  scandalous  before  young  ladies.  Now,  a  large 
part  of  old  novels  may  very  fairly  be  called  club- 
books  ;  they  speak  out  plainly  and  simply  the 
notorious  facts  of  the  world,  as  men  speak  of  them 
to  men.  Much  excellent  and  proper  masculine 
conversation  is  wholly  unfit  for  repetition  to  young 
girls  ;  and  just  in  the  same  way,  books  written — 
as  was  almost  all  old  literature — for  men  only,  or 
nearly  only,  seem  coarse  enough  when  contrasted 
with  novels  written  by  young  ladies  upon  the  subjects 
and  in  the  tone  of  the  drawing-room.  The  change 
is  inevitable  ;  as  soon  as  works  of  fiction  are  addressed 
to  boys  and  girls,  they  must  be  fit  for  boys  and  girls  ; 
they  must  deal  with  a  life  which  is  real  so  far  as  it 
goes,  but  which  is  yet  most  limited ;  which  deals 
with  the  most  passionate  part  of  life,  and  yet  omits 
the  errors  of  the  passions  ;  which  aims  at  describing 
men  in  their  relations  to  women,  and  yet  omits 

1  Boswell's  Life  of  Johnson,  chap.  xlix.     [P.M.] 
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an  all  but  universal  influence  which  more  or  less 
distorts  and  modifies  all  these  relations. 

As  we  have  said,  the  change  cannot  be  helped. 
A  young  ladies'  literature  must  be  a  limited  and 
truncated  literature.  The  indiscriminate  study  of 
human  life  is  not  desirable  for  them,  either  in  fiction 
or  in  reality.  But  the  habitual  formation  of  a 
scheme  of  thought  and  a  code  of  morality  upon 
incomplete  materials  is  a  very  serious  evil.  The 
readers  for  whose  sake  the  omissions  are  made  cannot 
fancy  what  is  left  out.  Many  a  girl  of  the  present 
day  reads  novels,  and  nothing  but  novels ;  she 
forms  her  mind  by  them,  as  far  as  she  forms  it  by 
reading  at  all ;  even  if  she  reads  a  few  dull  books, 
she  soon  forgets  all  about  them,  and  remembers 
the  novels  only ;  she  is  more  influenced  by  them 
than  by  sermons.  They  form  her  idea  of  the  world, 
they  define  her  taste,  and  modify  her  morality ; 
not  so  much  in  explicit  thought  and  direct  act,  as 
unconsciously  and  in  her  floating  fancy.  How 
is  it  possible  to  convince  such  a  girl,  especially  if 
she  is  clever,  that  on  most  points  she  is  all  wrong  ? 
She  has  been  reading  most  excellent  descriptions 
of  mere  society  ;  she  comprehends  those  descriptions 
perfectly,  for  her  own  experience  elucidates  and 
confirms  them.  She  has  a  vivid  picture  of  a  patch 
of  life.  Even  if  she  admits  in  words  that  there  is 
something  beyond,  something  of  which  she  has  no 
idea,  she  will  not  admit  it  really  and  in  practice. 
What  she  has  mastered  and  realised  will  incurably 
and  inevitably  overpower  the  unknown  something 
of  which  she  knows  nothing,  can  imagine  nothing, 
and  can  make  nothing.  '  I  am  not  sure/  said  an 
old  lady,  '  but  I  think  it's  the  novels  that  make 
my  girls  so  heady.'  It  is  the  novels.  A  very  intel- 
ligent acquaintance  with  limited  life  makes  them 
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think  that  the  world  is  far  simpler  than  it  is,  that 
men  are  easy  to  understand,  '  that  mamma  is  so 
foolish.' 

The  novels  of  the  last  age  have  certainly  not 
this  fault.  They  do  not  err  on  the  side  of  reticence. 
A  girl  may  learn  from  them  more  than  it  is  desirable 
for  her  to  know.  But,  as  we  have  explained,  they 
were  meant  for  men  and  not  for  girls  ;  and  if  Tris- 
tram Shandy  had  simply  given  a  plain  exposition 
of  necessary  facts — necessary,  that  is,  to  the  develop- 
ment of  the  writer's  view  of  the  world,  and  to  the 
telling  of  the  story  in  hand — we  should  not  have 
complained ;  we  should  have  regarded  it  as  the 
natural  product  of  a  now  extinct  society.  But 
there  are  most  unmistakable  traces  of  '  Crazy 
Castle '  in  Tristram  Shandy.  There  is  indecency 
for  indecency's  sake.  It  is  made  a  sort  of  recurring 
and  even  permeating  joke  to  mention  things  which 
are  not  generally  mentioned.  Sterne  himself  made 
a  sort  of  defence,  or  rather  denial,  of  this.  He 
once  asked  a  lady  if  she  had  read  Tristram.  '  I  have 
not,  Mr.  Sterne,'  was  the  answer  ;  '  and,  to  be  plain 
with  you,  I  am  informed  it  is  not  proper  for  female 
perusal.'  '  My  dear  good  lady,'  said  Sterne,  '  do 
not  be  gulled  by  such  stories  ;  the  book  is  like  your 
young  heir  there '  (pointing  to  a  child  of  three  years 
old,  who  was  rolling  on  the  carpet  in  white  tunics)  : 
'  he  shows  at  times  a  good  deal  that  is  usually  con- 
cealed, but  it  is  all  in  perfect  innocence.'  But  a 
perusal  of  Tristram  would  not  make  good  the  plea. 
The  unusual  publicity  of  what  is  ordinarily  imper- 
ceptible is  not  the  thoughtless  accident  of  amusing 
play  ;  it  is  deliberately  sought  after  as  a  nice  joke  ; 
it  is  treated  as  a  good  in  itself. 

The  indecency  of  Tristram  Shandy  —  at  least 
of  the  early  part,  which  was  written  before  Sterne 
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had  been  to  France — is  especially  an  offence  against 
taste,  because  of  its  ugliness.  Moral  indecency  is 
always  disgusting.  There  certainly  is  a  sort  of 
writing  which  cannot  be  called  decent,  and  which 
describes  a  society  to  the  core  immoral,  which  never- 
theless is  no  offence  against  art ;  it  violates  a  higher 
code  than  that  of  taste,  but  it  does  not  violate  the 
code  of  taste.  The  Memoir  es  de  Grammont — hundreds 
of  French  memoirs  about  France — are  of  this  kind, 
more  or  less.  They  describe  the  refined,  witty, 
elegant  immorality  of  an  idle  aristocracy.  They 
describe  a  life  '  unsuitable  to  such  a  being  as  man 
in  such  a  world  as  the  present  one,'  in  which  there 
are  no  high  aims,  no  severe  duties,  where  some 
precepts  of  morals  seem  not  so  much  to  be  some- 
times broken  as  to  be  generally  suspended  and 
forgotten  ;  such  a  life,  in  short,  as  God  has  never 
suffered  men  to  lead  on  this  earth  long,  which  He 
has  always  crushed  out  by  calamity  and  revolution. 
This  life,  though  an  offence  in  morals,  was  not  an 
offence  in  taste.  It  was  an  elegant,  a  pretty  thing 
while  it  lasted.  Especially  in  enhancing  description, 
where  the  alloy  of  life  may  be  omitted,  where  nothing 
vulgar  need  be  noticed,  where  everything  elegant 
may  be  neatly  painted, — such  a  world  is  elegant 
enough. 

Morals  and  policy  must  decide  how  far  such 
delineations  are  permissible  or  expedient ;  but  the 
art  of  beauty — but  criticism — has  no  objection  to 
them.  They  are  pretty  paintings  of  pretty  objects, 
and  that  is  all  it  has  to  say.  They  may  very  easily 
do  harm  ;  if  generally  read  among  the  young  of 
the  middle  class,  they  would  be  sure  to  do  harm  ; 
they  would  teach  not  a  few  to  aim  at  a  sort  of  refine- 
ment denied  them  by  circumstances,  and  to  neglect 
the  duties  allotted  them  ;  it  would  make  shopmen 
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'  bad  imitations  of  polished  ungodliness,'  and  also 
bad  shopmen.  But  still,  though  it  would  in  such 
places  be  noxious  literature,  in  itself  it  would  be 
pretty  literature.  The  critic  must  praise  it,  though 
the  moralist  must  condemn  it,  and  perhaps  the 
politician  forbid  it. 

But  Tristram's  indecency  is  the  very  opposite  to 
this  refined  sort.  It  consists  in  allusions  to  certain 
inseparable  accompaniments  of  actual  life  which  are 
not  beautiful,  which  can  never  be  made  interesting, 
which  would,  if  they  were  decent,  be  dull  and  un- 
interesting. There  is,  it  appears,  a  certain  excite- 
ment in  putting  such  matters  into  a  book  :  there  is 
a  minor  exhilaration  even  in  petty  crime.  At  first 
such  things  look  so  odd  in  print  that  you  go  on 
reading  them  to  see  what  they  look  like  ;  but  you 
soon  give  up.  What  is  disenchanting  or  even  dis- 
gusting in  reality  does  not  become  enchanting  or 
endurable  in  delineation.  You  are  more  angry  at 
it  in  literature  than  in  life  ;  there  is  much  which  is 
barbarous  and  animal  in  reality  that  we  could  wish 
away  ;  we  endure  it  because  we  cannot  help  it, 
because  we  did  not  make  it  and  cannot  alter  it, 
because  it  is  an  inseparable  part  of  this  inexplicable 
world.  But  why  we  should  put  this  coarse  alloy, 
this  dross  of  life,  into  the  optional  world  of  literature, 
which  we  can  make  as  we  please,  it  is  impossible  to 
say.  The  needless  introduction  of  accessory  ugliness 
is  always  a  sin  in  art,  and  is  not  at  all  less  so  when 
such  ugliness  is  disgusting  and  improper.  Tristram 
Shandy  is  incurably  tainted  with  a  pervading  vice  ; 
it  dwells  at  length  on,  it  seeks  after,  it  returns  to, 
it  gloats  over,  the  most  unattractive  part  of  the 
world. 

There  is  another  defect  in  Tristram  Shandy  which 
would  of  itself  remove  it  from  the  list  of  first-rate 
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books,  even  if  those  which  we  have  mentioned  did 
not  do  so.  It  contains  eccentric  characters  only. 
Some  part  of  this  defect  may  be  perhaps  explained 
by  one  peculiarity  of  its  origin.  Sterne  was  so 
sensitive  to  the  picturesque  parts  of  life,  that  he 
wished  to  paint  the  picturesque  parts  of  the  people 
he  hated.  Country  towns  in  those  days  abounded 
in  odd  characters.  They  were  out  of  the  way  of 
the  great  opinion  of  the  world,  and  shaped  them- 
selves to  little  opinions  of  their  own.  They  regarded 
the  customs  which  the  place  had  inherited  as  the 
customs  which  were  proper  for  it,  and  which  it 
would  be  foolish,  if  not  wicked,  to  try  to  change. 
This  gave  English  country  life  a  motley  pic- 
turesqueness  then,  which  it  wants  now,  when 
London  ideas  shoot  out  every  morning,  and  carry 
on  the  wings  of  the  railway  a  uniform  creed  to  each 
cranny  of  the  kingdom,  north  and  south,  east  and 
west. 

These  little  public  opinions  of  little  places  wanted, 
too,  the  crushing  power  of  the  great  public  opinion 
of  our  own  day  ;  at  the  worst,  a  man  could  escape 
from  them  into  some  different  place  which  had 
customs  and  doctrines  that  suited  him  better.  We 
now  may  fly  into  another  '  city/  but  it  is  all  the 
same  Roman  empire ;  the  same  uniform  justice,  the 
one  code  of  heavy  laws,  press  us  down  and  make 
us — the  sensible  part  of  us  at  least — as  like  other 
people  as  we  can  make  ourselves.  The  public 
opinion  of  county  towns  yielded  soon  to  individual 
exceptions ;  it  had  not  the  confidence  in  itself 
which  the  opinion  of  each  place  now  receives  from 
the  accordant  and  simultaneous  echo  of  a  hundred 
places.  If  a  man  chose  to  be  queer,  he  was  bullied 
for  a  year  or  two,  then  it  was  settled  that  he  was 
'  queer  ;  '  that  was  [the]  fact  [about]  him,  and  must 
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be  accepted.  In  a  year  or  so  he  became  an  '  institu- 
tion '  of  the  place,  and  the  local  pride  would  have 
been  grieved  if  he  had  amended  the  oddity  which 
suggested  their  legends  and  added  a  flavour  to  their 
life.  Of  course,  if  a  man  was  rich  and  influential, 
he  might  soon  disregard  the  mere  opinion  of  the 
petty  locality.  Every  place  has  wonderful  traditions 
of  old  rich  men  who  did  exactly  as  they  pleased, 
because  they  could  set  at  naught  the  opinions  of 
the  neighbours,  by  whom  they  were  feared  ;  and 
who  did  not,  as  now,  dread  the  unanimous  conscience 
which  does  not  fear  even  a  squire  of  two  thousand 
pounds  a  year,  or  a  banker  of  eight  hundred  pounds, 
because  it  is  backed  by  the  wealth  of  London  and 
the  magnitude  of  all  the  country.  There  is  little 
oddity  in  county  towns  now ;  they  are  detached 
scraps  of  great  places  ;  but  in  Sterne's  time  there 
was  much,  and  he  used  it  unsparingly. 

Much  of  the  delineation  is  of  the  highest  merit. 
Sterne  knew  how  to  describe  eccentricity,  for  he 
showed  its  relation  to  our  common  human  nature  : 
he  showed  how  we  were  related  to  it,  how  in  some 
sort  and  in  some  circumstances  we  might  ourselves 
become  it.  He  reduced  the  abnormal  formation  to 
the  normal  rules.  Except  upon  this  condition, 
eccentricity  is  no  fit  subject  for  literary  art.  Every 
one  must  have  known  characters  which,  if  they  were 
put  down  in  books,  barely  and  as  he  sees  them, 
would  seem  monstrous  and  disproportioned — which 
would  disgust  all  readers — which  every  critic  would 
term  unnatural.  While  characters  are  monstrous, 
they  should  be  kept  out  of  books  ;  they  are  ugly 
unintelligibilities,  foreign  to  the  realm  of  true  art. 
But  as  soon  as  they  can  be  explained  to  us,  as  soon 
as  they  are  shown  in  their  union  with,  in  their  out- 
growth from,  common  human  nature,  they  are  the 


STERNE  AND  THACKERAY         265 

best  subjects  for  great  art — for  they  are  new  subjects. 
They  teach  us,  not  the  old  lesson  which  our  fathers 
knew,  but  a  new  lesson  which  will  please  us  and 
make  us  better  than  [they].  Hamlet  is  an  eccentric 
character,  one  of  the  most  eccentric  in  literature  ; 
but  because,  by  the  art  of  the  poet,  we  are  made  to 
understand  that  he  is  a  possible,  a  vividly  possible 
man,  he  enlarges  our  conceptions  of  human  nature  ; 
he  takes  us  out  of  the  bounds  of  commonplace. 
He  '  instructs  us  by  means  of  delight.'  Sterne  does 
this  too. 

Mr.  Shandy,  Uncle  Toby,  Corporal  Trim,  Mrs. 
Shandy — for  in  strictness  she  too  is  eccentric  from 
her  abnormal  commonplaceness — are  beings  of  which 
the  possibility  is  brought  home  to  us,  which  we 
feel  we  could  under  circumstances  and  by  influences 
become  ;  which,  though  contorted  and  twisted,  are 
yet  spun  out  of  the  same  elementary  nature,  the 
same  thread  as  we  are.  Considering  how  odd  these 
characters  are,  the  success  of  Sterne  is  marvellous, 
and  his  art  in  this  respect  consummate.  But  yet 
on  a  point  most  nearly  allied  it  is  very  faulty.  Though 
each  individual  character  is  shaded  off  into  human 
nature,  the  whole  is  not  shaded  off  into  the  world. 
This  society  of  originals  and  oddities  is  left  to  stand 
by  itself,  as  if  it  were  a  natural  and  ordinary  society, 
— a  society  easily  conceivable  and  needing  no  explana- 
tion. Such  is  not  the  manner  of  the  great  masters  ; 
in  their  best  works  a  constant  atmosphere  of  half- 
commonplace  personages  surrounds  and  shades  off, 
illustrates  and  explains,  every  central  group  of 
singular  persons. 

On  the  whole,  therefore,  the  judgment  of  criticism 
on  Tristram  Shandy  is  concise  and  easy.  It  is 
immortal  because  of  certain  scenes  suggested  by 
Sterne's  curious  experience,  detected  by  his  singular 
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sensibility,  and  heightened  by  his  delineative  and 
discriminative  imagination.  It  is  defective  because 
its  style  is  fantastic,  its  method  illogical  and  pro- 
voking ;  because  its  indecency  is  of  the  worst  sort, 
as  far  as  in  such  matters  an  artistic  judgment  can 
speak  of  worst  and  best ;  because  its  world  of 
characters  forms  an  incongruous  group  of  singular 
persons  utterly  dissimilar  to,  and  irreconcilable  with, 
the  world  in  which  we  live.  It  is  a  great  work  of 
art,  but  of  barbarous  art.  Its  mirth  is  boisterous. 
It  is  provincial.  It  is  redolent  of  an  inferior  society  ; 
of  those  who  think  crude  animal  spirits  in  themselves 
delightful ;  who  do  not  know  that,  without  wit  to 
point  them,  or  humour  to  convey  them,  they  are 
disagreeable  to  others ;  who  like  disturbing  transi- 
tions, blank  pages,  and  tricks  of  style  ;  who  do  not 
know  that  a  simple  and  logical  form  of  expression 
is  the  most  effective,  if  not  the  easiest — the  least 
laborious  to  readers,  if  not  always  the  most  easily 
attained  by  writers. 

The  oddity  of  Tristram  Shandy  was,  however,  a 
great  aid  to  its  immediate  popularity.  If  an  author 
were  to  stand  on  his  head  now  and  then  in  Cheapside, 
his  eccentricity  would  bring  him  into  contact  with 
the  police,  but  it  would  advertise  his  writings  ;  they 
would  sell  better  :  people  would  like  to  see  what  was 
said  by  a  great  author  who  was  so  odd  as  to  stand  so. 
Sterne  put  his  eccentricity  into  his  writings,  and 
therefore  came  into  collision  with  the  critics  ;  but  he 
attained  the  same  end.  His  book  sold  capitally. 
As  with  all  popular  authors,  he  went  to  London ; 
he  was  feted.  '  The  man  Sterne,'  growled  Dr.  Johnson, 
'has  dinner  engagements  for  three  months.'  The 
upper  world — ever  desirous  of  novelty,  ever  tired  of 
itself,  ever  anxious  to  be  amused — was  in  hopes  of 
a  new  wit.  It  naturally  hoped  that  the  author  of 
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Tristram  [Shandy]  would  talk  well,  and  it  sent  for  him 
to  talk. 

He  did  talk  well,  it  appears,  though  not  always 
very  correctly,  and  never  very  clerically.  His 
appearance  was  curious,  but  yet  refined.  Eager 
eyes,  a  wild  look,  a  long  lean  frame,  and  what  he 
called  a  cadaverous  bale  of  goods  for  a  body,  made 
up  an  odd  exterior,  which  attracted  notice,  and  did 
not  repel  liking.  He  looked  like  a  scarecrow  with 
bright  eyes.  With  a  random  manner,  but  not  with- 
out a  nice  calculation,  he  discharged  witticisms 
at  London  parties.  His  keen  nerves  told  him 
which  were  fit  witticisms  ;  they  took,  and  he  was 
applauded. 

He  published  some  sermons  too.  That  tolerant 
age  liked,  it  is  instructive  as  well  as  amusing  to  think, 
sermons  by  the  author  of  Tristram  Shandy.  People 
wonder  at  the  rise  of  Methodism  ;  but  ought  they 
to  wonder  ?  If  a  clergyman  publishes  his  sermons 
because  he  has  written  an  indecent  novel — a  novel 
which  is  purely  pagan — which  is  outside  the  ideas 
of  Christianity,  whose  author  can  scarcely  have  been 
inside  of  them — if  a  man  so  made  and  so  circum- 
stanced is  as  such  to  publish  Christian  sermons, 
surely  Christianity  is  a  joke  and  a  dream.  Wesley 
was  right  in  this  at  least  :  if  Christianity  be  true, 
the  upper-[class]  life  of  the  last  century  was  based 
on  rotten  falsehood.  A  world  which  is  really  secular, 
but  which  professes  to  be  Christian,  is  the  worst  of 
worlds. 

The  only  point  in  which  Sterne  resembles  a  clergy- 
man of  our  own  time,  is  that  he  lost  his  voice.  That 
peculiar  affection  of  the  chest  and  throat,  which  is 
hardly  known  among  barristers,  but  which  inflicts 
such  suffering  upon  parsons,  attacked  him  also. 
Sterne  too,  as  might  be  expected,  went  abroad  for 
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it.  He  '  spluttered  French,'  he  tells  us,  with  success 
in  Paris  ;  the  accuracy  of  the  grammar  some  phrases 
in  his  letters  would  lead  us  to  doubt ;  but  few,  very 
few  Yorkshire  parsons  could  then  talk  French  at  all, 
and  there  was  doubtless  a  fine  tact  and  sensibility 
in  what  he  said.  A  literary  phenomenon  wishing 
to  enjoy  society,  and  able  to  amuse  society,  has  ever 
been  welcome  in  the  Parisian  world.  After  Paris, 
Sterne  went  to  the  south  of  France,  and  on  to  Italy, 
lounging  easily  in  pretty  places,  and  living  com- 
fortably, as  far  as  one  can  see,  upon  the  profits  of 
Tristram  Shandy. 

Literary  success  has  seldom  changed  more  sud- 
denly and  completely  the  course  of  a  man's  life. 
For  years  Sterne  resided  in  a  country  parsonage, 
and  the  sources  of  his  highest  excitement  were  a 
country  town  full  of  provincial  oddities,  and  a 
'  Crazy  Castle '  full  of  the  licence  and  the  whims  of 
a  country  squire.  On  a  sudden  London,  Paris,  and 
Italy  were  opened  to  him.  From  a  few  familiar 
things  he  was  suddenly  transferred  to  many  un- 
familiar things.  He  was  equal  to  them,  though  the 
change  came  so  suddenly  in  middle  life— though  the 
change  from  a  secluded  English  district  to  the  great 
and  interesting  scenes  was  far  greater,  far  fuller  of 
unexpected  sights  and  unforeseen  phenomena,  than 
it  can  be  now — when  travelling  is  common — when 
the  newspaper  is  '  abroad ' — when  every  one  has  in 
his  head  some  feeble  image  of  Europe  and  the  world. 
Sterne  showed  the  delicate  docility  which  belongs 
to  a  sensitive  and  experiencing  nature.  He  under- 
stood and  enjoyed  very  much  of  this  new  and  strange 
life,  if  not  the  whole. 

The  proof  of  this  remains  written  in  the  Senti- 
mental Journey.  There  is  no  better  painting  of  first 
and  easy  impressions  than  that  book.  After  all 
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which  has  been  written  on  the  ancien  regime,  an 
Englishman  at  least  will  feel  a  fresh  instruction  on 
reading  these  simple  observations.  They  are  in- 
structive because  of  their  simplicity.  The  old  world 
at  heart  was  not  like  that ;  there  were  depths  and 
realities,  latent  forces  and  concealed  results,  which 
were  hidden  from  Sterne's  eye,  which  it  would  have 
been  quite  out  of  his  way  to  think  of  or  observe. 
But  the  old  world  seemed  like  that.  This  was  the 
spectacle  of  it  as  it  was  seen  by  an  observing  stranger ; 
and  we  take  it  up,  not  to  know  what  was  the  truth, 
but  to  know  what  we  should  have  thought  to  be 
the  truth  if  we  had  lived  in  those  times.  People 
say  Eothen  is  not  like  the  real  East ;  very  likely  it 
is  not,  but  it  is  like  what  an  imaginative  young 
Englishman  would  think  the  East.  Just  so,  the 
Sentimental  Journey  is  not  the  true  France  of  the 
old  monarchy,  but  it  is  exactly  what  an  observant 
quick- eyed  Englishman  might  fancy  that  France  to 
be.  This  has  given  it  popularity  ;  this  still  makes 
it  a  valuable  relic  of  the  past.  It  is  not  true  to  the 
outward  nature  of  real  life,  but  it  is  true  to  the 
reflected  image  of  that  life  in  an  imaginative  and 
sensitive  man. 

Here  is  the  actual  description  of  the  old  chivalry  of 
France  ;  the  '  cheap  defence  of  nations,'  l  as  Mr. 
Burke  called  it  a  little  while  afterwards  : — 

'  When  states  and  empires  have  their  periods  of  declension, 
and  feel  in  their  turns  what  distress  and  poverty  is — I  stop 
not  to  tell  the  causes  which  gradually  brought  the  house 

d'E in  Brittany  into  decay.     The  Marquis  d'E had 

fought  up  against  his  condition  with  great  firmness  ;  wishing 
to  preserve  and  still  show  to  the  world  some  little  fragments 
of  what  his  ancestors  had  been — their  indiscretions  had  put 
it  out  of  his  power.  There  was  enough  left  for  the  little 

1  Reflections  on  tht  Revolution  in  France,  paragraph  on  Marie 
Antoinette.  [F.M. 
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exigencies  of  obscurity. — But  he  had  two  boys  who  look'd  up 
to  him  for  light — he  thought  they  deserved  it.  He  had 
tried  his  sword — it  could  not  open  the  way — the  mounting 
was  too  expensive — and  simple  economy  was  not  a  match  for 
it — there  was  no  resource  but  commerce. 

'  In  any  other  province  in  France,  save  Brittany,  this 
was  smiting  the  root  for  ever  of  the  little  tree  his  pride  and 
affection  wished  to  see  reblossom. — But  in  Brittany,  there 
being  a  provision  for  this,  he  availed  himself  of  it  ;  and 
taking  an  occasion  when  the  states  were  assembled  at  Rennes, 
the  Marquis,  attended  with  his  two  boys,  entered  the  court  ; 
and  having  pleaded  the  right  of  an  ancient  law  of  the  duchy, 
which,  though  seldom  claimed,  he  said,  was  no  less  in  force, 
he  took  his  sword  from  his  side — Here — said  he — take  it ; 
and  be  trusty  guardians  of  it,  till  better  times  put  me  in 
condition  to  reclaim  it. 

'  The  president  accepted  the  Marquis's  sword — he  stayed 
a  few  minutes  to  see  it  deposited  in  the  archives  of  the  house — 
and  departed. 

'  The  Marquis  and  his  whole  family  embarked  the  next 
day  for  Martinico,  and  in  about  ninteeen  or  twenty  years 
of  successful  application  to  business,  with  some  unlock' d-f or 
bequests  from  distant  branches  of  his  house — return'd  home 
to  reclaim  his  nobility  and  to  support  it. 

'  It  was  an  incident  of  good  fortune,  which  will  never  happen 
to  any  traveller  but  a  sentimental  one,  that  I  should  be  at 
Rennes  at  the  very  time  of  this  solemn  requisition ;  I  call 
it  solemn — it  was  so  to  me. 

'  The  Marquis  entered  the  court  with  his  whole  family  : 
he  supported  his  lady — his  eldest  son  supported  his  sister, 
and  his  youngest  was  at  the  other  extreme  of  the  line  next 
his  mother — he  put  his  handkerchief  to  his  face  twice — 

'  — There  was  a  dead  silence.  When  the  Marquis  had 
approached  within  six  paces  of  the  tribunal,  he  gave  the 
Marchioness  to  his  youngest  son,  and  advancing  three  steps 
before  his  family— he  reclaimed  his  sword.  His  sword  was 
given  him,  and  the  moment  he  got  it  into  his  hand,  he  drew 
it  almost  out  of  the  scabbard — it  was  the  shining  face  of  a 
friend  he  had  once  given  up — he  looked  attentively  along  it, 
beginning  at  the  hilt,  as  if  to  see  whether  it  was  the  same — 
when,  observing  a  little  rust  which  it  had  contracted  near 
the  point,  he  brought  it  near  his  eye,  and  bending  his  head 
down  over  it — I  think  I  saw  a  tear  fall  upon  the  place  :  I 
could  not  be  deceived,  by  what  followed. 

'  "  I  shall  find,"  said  he,  "  some  other  way  to  get  it 
off." 

'  When  the  Marquis  had  said  this,  he  returned  his  sword 
into  its  scabbard,  made  a  bow  to  the  guardians  of  it — and, 
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with  his  wife  and  daughter,  and  his  two  sons  following  him, 
walked  out. 

'  O  how  I  envied  him  his  feelings  !  '  1 

It  shows  a  touching  innocence  of  the  imagination 
to  believe — for  probably  Sterne  did  believe — or 
to  expect  his  readers  to  believe,  in  a  noblesse  at  once 
so  honourable  and  so  theatrical. 

In  two  points  the  Sentimental  Journey,  viewed 
with  the  critic's  eye,  and  as  a  mere  work  of  art, 
is  a  great  improvement  upon  Tristram  Shandy. 
The  style  is  simpler  and  better  ;  it  is  far  more  con- 
nected ;  it  does  not  jump  about,  or  leave  a  topic 
because  it  is  interesting ;  it  does  not  worry  the 
reader  with  fantastic  transitions,  with  childish 
contrivances  and  rhetorical  intricacies.  Highly 
elaborate  the  style  certainly  is,  and  in  a  certain 
sense  artificial ;  it  is  full  of  nice  touches,  which 
must  have  come  only  upon  reflection — a  careful 
polish  and  judicious  enhancement,  in  which  the 
critic  sees  many  a  trace  of  time  and  toil.  But  a 
style  delicately  adjusted  and  exquisitely  polished 
belongs  to  such  a  subject.  Sterne  undertook  to 
write  not  of  the  coarse  business  of  life  — very  strong 
common  sort  of  words  are  best  for  that — not  even 
of  interesting  outward  realities,  which  may  be  best 
described  in  a  nice  and  simple  style,  but  of  the 
passing  moods  of  human  nature,  of  the  impressions 
which  a  sensitive  nature  receives  from  the  world 
without ;  and  it  is  only  the  nicest  art  and  the  most 
dexterous  care  which  can  fit  an  obtuse  language 
to  such  fine  employment. 

How  language  was  first  invented  and  made  we 

may  not  know ;    but  beyond  doubt  it  was  shaped 

and   fashioned  into   its  present   state   by  common 

ordinary  men  and  women  using  it  for  common  and 

1  Sentimental  Journey,  ii.,  '  The  Sword — Rennes.' 
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ordinary  purposes.  They  wanted  a  carving-knife, 
not  a  razor  or  lancet.  And  those  great  artists  who 
have  to  use  language  for  more  exquisite  purposes, 
who  employ  it  to  describe  changing  sentiments 
and  momentary  fancies  and  the  fluctuating  and 
indefinite  inner  world,  must  use  curious  nicety, 
and  hidden  but  effectual  artifice,  else  they  cannot 
duly  punctuate  their  thoughts,  and  slice  the  fine 
edges  of  their  reflections.  A  hair's-breadth  is  as 
important  to  them  as  a  yard's-breadth  to  a  common 
workman.  Sterne's  style  has  been  criticised  as 
artificial ;  but  it  is  justly  and  rightly  artificial, 
because  language  used  in  its  natural  and  common 
mode  was  not  framed  to  delineate,  cannot  delineate, 
the  delicate  subjects  with  which  he  occupies 
himself. 

That  contact  with  the  world,  and  with  the  French 
world  especially,  should  teach  Sterne  to  abandon 
the  arbitrary  and  fantastic  structure  of  Tristram 
Shandy  is  most  natural.  French  prose  may  be 
unreasonable  in  its  meaning,  but  is  ever  rational 
in  its  structure  ;  it  is  logic  itself.  It  will  not  endure 
that  the  reader's  mind  should  be  jarred  by  rough 
transitions,  or  distracted  by  irrelevant  oddities. 
Antics  in  style  are  prohibited  by  its  severe  code, 
just  as  eccentricities  in  manner  are  kept  down  by 
the  critical  tone  of  a  fastidious  society.  In  a  bar- 
barous country  oddity  may  be  attractive  ;  in  the 
great  world  it  never  is,  except  for  a  moment ;  it 
is  on  trial  to  see  whether  it  is  really  oddity,  to  see 
if  it  does  not  contain  elements  which  may  be  useful 
to,  which  may  be  naturalised  in,  society  at  large. 
But  inherent  eccentricity,  oddity  pur  et  simple,  is 
immiscible  in  the  great  ocean  of  universal  thought ; 
it  is  apart  from  it,  even  when  it  floats  in  and  is 
contained  in  it ;  very,  very  soon  it  is  cast 
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out  from  the  busy  waters,  and  left  alone  upon  the 
beach. 

Sterne  had  the  sense  to  be  taught  by  the  sharp 
touch  of  the  world  :  he  threw  aside  the  '  player's 
garb  '  which  he  had  been  tempted  to  assume.  He 
discarded  too,  as  was  equally  natural,  the  ugly 
indecency  of  Tristram  Shandy.  We  will  not  under- 
take to  defend  the  morality  of  certain  scenes  in  the 
Sentimental  Journey  ;  there  are  several  which  might 
easily  do  much  harm ;  but  there  is  nothing  dis- 
pleasing to  the  natural  man  in  them.  They  are 
nice  enough  ;  to  those  whose  aesthetic  nature  has 
not  been  laid  waste  by  their  moral  nature,  they 
are  attractive.  They  have  a  dangerous  prettiness, 
which  may  easily  incite  to  practical  evil,  but  in 
itself,  and  separated  from  its  censurable  conse- 
quences, such  prettiness  is  an  artistic  perfection. 
It  was  natural  that  the  aristocratic  world  should 
easily  teach  Sterne  that  separation  between  the 
laws  of  beauty  and  the  laws  of  morality  which 
has  been  familiar  to  it  during  many  ages — which 
makes  so  much  of  its  essence. 

Mrs.  Sterne  did  not  prosper  all  this  time.  She 
went  abroad  and  stayed  at  Montpellier  with  her 
husband  ;  but  it  is  not  wonderful  that  a  mere  '  wife  ' 
taken  out  of  Yorkshire,  should  be  unfit  for  the  great 
world.  The  domestic  appendices  of  men  who  rise 
much  hardly  ever  suit  the  high  places  at  which  they 
arrive.  Mrs.  Sterne  was  no  exception.  She  seems 
to  have  been  sensible,  but  it  was  domestic  sense. 
It  was  of  the  small  world,  small ;  it  was  fit  to  regulate 
the  Yorkshire  parsonage,  it  was  suitable  to  a  small 
menage  even  at  Montpellier.  But  there  was  a 
deficiency  in  general  mind.  She  did  not,  we  appre- 
hend, comprehend  or  appreciate  the  new  thoughts 
and  feelings  which  a  new  and  great  experience  had 

VOL.  n. — 18 
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awakened  in  her  husband's  mind.  His  mind  moved, 
but  hers  could  not ;  she  was  anchored,  but  he  was 
at  sea. 

To  fastidious  writers  who  will  only  use  very 
dignified  words,  there  is  much  difficulty  in  describing 
Sterne's  life  in  his  celebrity.  But  to  humbler  persons, 
who  can  only  describe  the  things  of  society  in  the 
words  of  society,  the  case  is  simple.  Sterne  was 
'  an  old  flirt.'  These  are  short  and  expressive  words, 
and  they  tell  the  whole  truth.  There  is  no  good 
reason  to  suspect  his  morals,  but  he  dawdled  about 
pretty  women.  He  talked  at  fifty  with  the  admiring 
tone  of  twenty  ;  pretended  to  '  freshness  '  of  feeling  ; 
though  he  had  become  mature,  did  not  put  away 
immature  things.  That  he  had  any  real  influence 
over  women  is  very  unlikely ;  he  was  a  celebrity, 
and  they  liked  to  exhibit  him  ;  he  was  amusing, 
and  they  liked  him  to  amuse  them.  But  they 
doubtless  felt  that  he  too  was  himself  a  joke.  Women 
much  respect  real  virtue  ;  they  much  admire  strong 
and  successful  immorality  ;  but  they  neither  admire 
nor  respect  the  timid  age  which  affects  the  forms 
of  vice  without  its  substance ;  which  preserves 
the  exterior  of  youth,  though  the  reality  is  departed  ; 
which  is  insidious  but  not  dangerous,  sentimental 
but  not  passionate.  Of  this  sort  was  Sterne,  and 
he  had  his  reward.  Women  of  the  world  are  willing 
to  accept  any  admiration,  but  this  sort  they  accept 
with  suppressed  and  latent  sarcasm.  They  ridiculed 
his  imbecility  while  they  accepted  his  attentions 
and  enjoyed  his  society. 

Many  men  have  lived  this  life  with  but  minor 
penalties,  and  justly ;  for  though  perhaps  a  feeble 
and  contemptible,  it  is  not  a  bad  or  immoral  life. 
But  Sterne  has  suffered  a  very  severe  though  a 
delayed  and  posthumous  penalty.  He  was  foolish 
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enough  to  write  letters  to  some  of  his  friends,  and 
after  his  death,  to  get  money,  his  family  published 
them.  This  is  the  sort  of  thing  : — 

'  Eliza  will  receive  my  books  with  this.  The  sermons 
came  all  hot  from  the  heart  :  I  wish  that  I  could  give  them 
any  title  to  be  offered  to  yours. — The  others  came  from  the 
head — I  am  more  indifferent  about  their  reception. 

'  I  know  not  how  it  comes  about,  but  I  am  half  in  love 
with  you — I  ought  to  be  wholly  so ;  for  I  never  valued  (or 
saw  more  good  qualities  to  value)  or  thought  more  of  one 
of  your  sex  than  of  you  ;  so  adieu. 

'  Yours  faithfully, 

'  if  not  affectionately, 

'  L.  STERNE.' 

'  I  cannot  rest,  Eliza,  though  I  shall  call  on  you  at  half-past 
twelve,  till  I  know  how  you  do. — May  thy  dear  face  smile, 
as  thou  risest,  like  the  sun  of  this  morning.  I  was  much 
grieved  to  hear  of  your  alarming  indisposition  yesterday  ; 
and  disappointed  too,  at  not  being  let  in.  Remember,  my 
dear,  that  a  friend  has  the  same  right  as  a  physician.  The 
etiquettes  of  this  town  (you'll  say)  say  otherwise.  —  No 
matter  !  Delicacy  and  propriety  do  not  always  consist  in 
observing  their  frigid  doctrines. 

'  I  am  going  out  to  breakfast,  but  shall  be  at  my  lodgings 
by  eleven,  when  I  hope  to  read  a  single  line  under  thy  own 
hand,  that  thou  art  better,  and  wilt  be  glad  to  see  thy  Bramin.' 

This  Eliza  was  a  Mrs.  Draper,  the  wife  of  a  judge 
in  India,  '  much  respected  in  that  part  of  the  world.' 
We  know  little  of  Eliza,  except  that  there  is  a  stone 
in  Bristol  cathedral — 

SACRED 
TO  THE  MEMORY 

OF 

MRS.  ELIZABETH  DRAPER 

IN   WHOM 
GENIUS    AND    BENEVOLENCE 

WERE    UNITED 
SHE   DIED   AUGUST   3,    1778,    AGED    35. 
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Let  us  hope  she  possessed,  in  addition  to  genius  and 
benevolence,  the  good  sense  to  laugh  at  Sterne's 
letters. 

In  truth,  much  of  the  gloss  and  delicacy  of  Sterne's 
pagan  instinct  had  faded  away  by  this  time.  He 
still  retained  his  fine  sensibility,  his  exquisite  power 
of  entering  into  and  of  delineating  plain  human 
nature.  But  the  world  had  produced  its  inevitable 
effect  on  that  soft  and  voluptuous  disposition.  It  is 
not,  as  we  have  said,  that  he  was  guilty  of  grave 
offences  or  misdeeds ;  he  made  what  he  would 
have  called  a  '  splutter  of  vice,'  but  he  would  seem 
to  have  committed  very  little.  Yet,  as  with  most 
minds  which  have  exempted  themselves  from  rigid 
principle,  there  was  a  diffused  texture  of  general 
laxity.  The  fibre  had  become  imperfect ;  the  moral 
constitution  was  impaired ;  the  high  colour  of 
rottenness  had  come  at  last  out,  and  replaced  the 
delicate  bloom  and  softness  of  the  early  fruit. 
There  is  no  need  to  write  commonplace  sermons 
on  an  ancient  text.  The  beauty  and  charm  of 
natural  paganism  will  not  endure  the  stress  and 
destruction  of  this  rough  and  complicated  world. 
An  instinctive  purity  will  preserve  men  for  a  brief 
time,  but  hardly  through  a  long  and  varied  life  of 
threescore  and  ten  years. 

Sterne,  however,  did  not  live  so  long.  In  1768  he 
came  to  London  for  the  last  time,  and  enjoyed 
himself  much.  He  dined  with  literary  friends  and 
supped  with  fast  friends.  He  liked  both.  But  the 
end  was  at  hand.  His  chest  had  long  been  delicate'; 
he  got  a  bad  cold  which  became  a. pleurisy,  and  died 
in  a  London  lodging — a  footman  sent  by  '  some 
gentlemen  who  were  dining,'  and  a  hired  nurse, 
being  the  only  persons  present.  His  .family  were 
away  ;  and  he  had  devoted  himself  to  intellectual 
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and  luxurious  enjoyments,  which  are  at  least  as 
sure  to  make  a  lonely  deathbed  as  a  refined  and 
cultivated  life.  '  Self-scanned,  self-centred,  and  self- 
secure/  x  a  man  may  perhaps  live,  but  even  so  by 
himself  he  will  be  sure  to  die.  For  self-absorbed 
men  the  world  at  large  cares  little ;  as  soon  as  they 
cease  to  amuse,  or  to  be  useful,  it  flings  them  aside, 
and  they  die  alone.  Even  Sterne's  grave,  they 
say,  was  so  obscure  and  neglected  that  the  corpse- 
stealers  ventured  to  open  it,  and  his  body  was  dis- 
sected without  being  recognised.  The  life  of  literary 
men  is  often  a  kind  of  sermon  in  itself ;  for  the 
pursuit  of  fame,  when  it  is  contrasted  with  the  grave 
realities  of  life,  seems  more  absurd  and  trifling  than 
most  pursuits,  and  to  leave  less  behind  it.  Mere 
amusers  are  never  respected.  It  would  be  harsh 
to  call  Sterne  a  mere  amuser,  he  is  much  more  ; 
but  so  the  contemporary  world  regarded  him.  They 
laughed  at  his  jests,  disregarded  his  deathbed,  and 
neglected  his  grave. 

What,  it  may  be  asked,  is  there  in  such  a  career, 
or  such  a  character  as  this,  to  remind  us  of  the  great 
writer  whom  we  have  just  lost  ?  In  externals 
there  seems  little  resemblance,  or  rather  there  seems 
to  be  great  contrast.  On  the  one  side  a  respected 
manhood,  a  long  industry,  an  honoured  memory  ; 
on  the  other  hand  a  life  lax,  if  not  dissolute,  little 
labour,  and  a  dishonoured  grave.  Mr.  Thackeray, 
too,  has  written  a  most  severe  criticism  on  Sterne's 
character.  Can  we,  then,  venture  to  compare  the 
two  ?  We  do  so  venture  ;  and  we  allege,  and  that 
in  spite  of  many  superficial  differences,  that  there 
was  one  fundamental  and  ineradicable  resemblance 
between  the  two. 

1  '  Self  -  school'd,  self  -  scann'd,  self  -  honour'd,  self  •  secure.' — 
Matthew  Arnold  :  '  Sonnet  to  Shakespeare.' 
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Thackeray,  like  Sterne,  looked  at  everything — 
at  nature,  at  life,  at  art — from  a  sensitive  aspect. 
His  mind  was,  to  some  considerable  extent,  like  a 
woman's  mind.  It  could  comprehend  abstractions 
when  they  were  unrolled  and  explained  before  it, 
but  it  never  naturally  created  them  ;  never  of  itself, 
and  without  external  obligation,  devoted  itself  to 
them.  The  visible  scene  of  life — the  streets,  the 
servants,  the  clubs,  the  gossip,  the  West  End — 
fastened  on  his  brain.  These  were  to  him  reality. 
They  burnt  in  upon  his  brain ;  they  pained  his 
nerves  ;  their  influence  reached  him  through  many 
avenues,  which  ordinary  men  do  not  feel  much,  or 
to  which  they  are  altogether  impervious.  He  had 
distinct  and  rather  painful  sensations  where  most 
men  have  but  confused  and  blurred  ones.  Most 
men  have  felt  the  instructive  headache,  during  which 
they  are  more  acutely  conscious  than  usual  of  all 
which  goes  on  around  them, — during  which  every- 
thing seems  to  pain  them,  and  in  which  they  under- 
stand it,  because  it  pains  them,  and  they  cannot 
get  their  imagination  away  from  it.  Thackeray  had 
a  nerve-ache  of  this  sort  always.  He  acutely  felt 
every  possible  passing  fact — every  trivial  interlude 
in  society. 

Hazlitt  used  to  say  of  himself,  and  used  to  say 
truly,  that  he  could  not  enjoy  the  society  in  a  drawing- 
room  for  thinking  of  the  opinion  which  the  footman 
formed  of  his  odd  appearance  as  he  went  upstairs. 
Thackeray  had  too  healthy  and  stable  a  nature  to 
be  thrown  so  wholly  off  his  balance  ;  but  the  footman's 
view  of  life  was  never  out  of  his  head.  The  obvious 
facts  which  suggest  it  to  the  footman  poured  it  in 
upon  him  ;  he  could  not  exempt  himself  from  them 
As  most  men  say  that  the  earth  may  go  round  the 
sun,  but  in  fact,  when  we  look  at  the  sun,  we  cannot 
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help  believing  it  goes  round  the  earth, — just  so  this 
most  impressible,  susceptible  genius  could  not  help 
half-accepting,  half-believing  the  common  ordinary 
sensitive  view  of  life,  although  he  perfectly  knew 
in  his  inner  mind  and  deeper  nature  that  this  apparent 
and  superficial  view  of  life  was  misleading,  inadequate, 
and  deceptive.  He  could  not  help  seeing  everything, 
and  what  he  saw  made  so  near  and  keen  an  im- 
pression upon  him,  that  he  could  not  again  exclude 
it  from  his  understanding ;  it  stayed  there,  and 
disturbed  his  thoughts. 

If,  he  often  says,  '  people  could  write  about  that 
of  which  they  are  really  thinking,  how  interesting 
books  would  be  !  '  More  than  most  writers  of  fiction, 
he  felt  the  difficulty  of  abstracting  his  thoughts  and 
imagination  from  near  facts  which  would  make 
themselves  felt.  The  sick  wife  in  the  next  room, 
the  unpaid  baker's  bill,  the  lodging-house  keeper 
who  doubts  your  solvency  ;  these,  and  such  as  these — 
the  usual  accompaniments  of  an  early  literary  life — 
are  constantly  alluded  to  in  his  writings.  Perhaps 
he  could  never  take  a  grand  enough  view  of  literature, 
or  accept  the  truth  of  '  high  art,'  because  of  his 
natural  tendency  to  this  stern  and  humble  realism. 
He  knew  that  he  was  writing  a  tale  which  would 
appear  in  a  green  magazine  (with  others)  on  the 
ist  of  March,  and  would  be  paid  for  perhaps  on  the 
nth,  by  which  time,  probably,  '  Mr.  Smith '  would 
have  to  '  make  up  a  sum,'  and  would  again  present 
his  '  little  account.'  There  are  many  minds  besides 
his  who  feel  an  interest  in  these  realities,  though 
they  yawn  over  '  high  art '  and  elaborate  judg- 
ments. 

A  painfulness  certainly  clings  like  an  atmosphere 
round  Mr.  Thackeray's  writings,  in  consequence  of 
his  inseparable  and  ever-present  realism.  We  hardly 


28o        ESTIMATIONS  IN  CRITICISM 

know  where  it  is,  yet  we  are  all  conscious  of  it  less 
or  more.  A  free  and  bold  writer,  Sir  Walter  Scott, 
throws  himself  far  away  into  fictitious  worlds,  and 
soars  there  without  effort,  without  pain,  and  with 
unceasing  enjoyment.  You  see,  as  it  were  between 
the  lines  of  Mr.  Thackeray's  writings,  that  his  thoughts 
were  never  long  away  from  the  close  proximate  scene. 
His  writings  might  be  better  if  it  had  been  otherwise  ; 
but  they  would  have  been  less  peculiar,  less  individual; 
they  would  have  wanted  their  character,  their  flavour, 
if  he  had  been  able  while  writing  them  to  forget  for 
many  moments  the  ever-attending,  the  ever-painful 
sense  of  himself. 

Hence  have  arisen  most  of  the  censures  upon  him, 
both  as  he  seemed  to  be  in  society  and  as  he  was  in 
his  writings.  He  was  certainly  uneasy  in  the  common 
and  general  world,  and  it  was  natural  that  he  should 
be  so.  The  world  poured  in  upon  him,  and  inflicted 
upon  his  delicate  sensibility  a  number  of  petty  pains 
and  impressions  which  others  do  not  feel  at  all,  or 
which  they  feel  but  very  indistinctly.  As  he  sat  he 
seemed  to  read  off  the  passing  thoughts — the  base, 
common,  ordinary  impressions — of  every  one  else. 
Could  such  a  man  be  at  ease  ?  Could  even  a  quick 
intellect  be  asked  to  set  in  order  with  such  velocity 
so  many  data  ?  Could  any  temper,  however  ex- 
cellent, be  asked  to  bear  the  contemporaneous  influx 
of  innumerable  minute  annoyances  ?  Men  of 
ordinary  nerves  who  feel  a  little  of  the  pains  of 
society,  who  perceive  what  really  passes,  who  are 
not  absorbed  in  the  petty  pleasures  of  sociability, 
could  well  observe  how  keen  was  Thackeray's  sensa- 
tion of  common  events,  could  easily  understand  how 
difficult  it  must  have  been  for  him  to  keep  mind 
and  temper  undisturbed  by  a  miscellaneous  tide  at 
once  so  incessant  and  so  forcible. 
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He  could  not  emancipate  himself  from  such 
impressions  even  in  a  case  where  most  men  hardly 
feel  them.  Many  people  have — it  is  not  difficult 
to  have — some  vague  sensitive  perception  of  what 
is  passing  in  the  minds  of  the  guests,  of  the  ideas 
of  such  as  sit  at  meat ;  but  who  remembers  that 
there  are  also  nervous  apprehensions,  also  a  latent 
mental  life  among  those  who  '  stand  and  wait ' 
— among  the  floating  figures  which  pass  and 
carve  ?  But  there  was  no  impression  to  which 
Mr.  Thackeray  was  more  constantly  alive,  or  which 
he  was  more  apt  in  his  writings  to  express.  He 
observes  :  — 

'  Between  me  and  those  fellow-creatures  of  mine  who  are 
sitting  in  the  room  below,  how  strange  and  wonderful  is  the 
partition  !  We  meet  at  every  hour  of  the  daylight,  and 
are  indebted  to  each  other  for  a  hundred  offices  of  duty  and 
comfort  of  life  ;  and  we  live  together  for  years,  and  don't 
know  each  other.  John's  voice  to  me  is  quite  different  from 
John's  voice  when  it  addresses  his  mates  below.  If  I  met 
Hannah  in  the  street  with  a  bonnet  on,  I  doubt  whether  I 
should  know  her.  And  all  these  good  people  with  whom 
I  may  live  for  years  and  years,  have  cares,  interests,  dear 
friends  and  relatives,  mayhap  schemes,  passions,  longing 
hopes,  tragedies  of  their  own,  from  which  a  carpet  and  a 
few  planks  and  beams  utterly  separate  me.  When  we  were 
at  the  seaside,  and  poor  Ellen  used  to  look  so  pale,  and  run 
after  the  postman's  bell,  and  seize  a  letter  in  a  great  scrawling 
hand,  and  read  it,  and  cry  in  a  corner,  how  should  we  know 
that  the  poor  little  thing's  heart  was  breaking  ?  She  fetched 
the  water,  and  she  smoothed  the  ribbons,  and  she  laid  out 
the  dresses,  and  brought  the  early  cup  of  tea  in  the  morning, 
just  as  if  she  had  had  no  cares  to  keep  her  awake.  Henry 
(who  lived  out  of  the  house)  was  the  servant  of  a  friend  of 
mine  who  lived  in  chambers.  There  was  a  dinner  one  day, 
and  Henry  waited  all  through  the  dinner.  The  champagne 
was  properly  iced,  the  dinner  was  excellently  served  ;  every 
guest  was  attended  to ;  the  dinner  disappeared ;  the  dessert 
was  set ;  the  claret  was  in  perfect  order,  carefully  decanted, 
and  more  ready.  And  then  Henry  said,}"  If  you  please,  sir, 
may  I  go  home  ?  "  He  had  received  word  that  his  house  was 
on  fire  ;  and,  having  seen  through  his  dinner,  he  wished  to 
go  and  look  after  his  children,  and  little  sticks  of  furniture. 
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Why,  such  a  man's  livery  is  a  uniform  of  honour.     The  crest 
on  his  button  is  a  badge  of  bravery.'  1 

Nothing  in  itself  could  be  more  admirable  than 
this  instinctive  sympathy  with  humble  persons  ;  not 
many  things  are  rarer  than  this  nervous  apprehension 
of  what  humble  persons  think.  Nevertheless  it 
cannot,  we  think,  be  effectually  denied  that  it  coloured 
Mr.  Thackeray's  writings  and  the  more  superficial 
part  of  his  character — that  part  which  was  most 
obvious  in  common  and  current  society — with  very 
considerable  defects.  The  pervading  idea  of  the 
'  Snob  Papers '  is  too  frequent,  too  recurring,  too 
often  insisted  on,  even  in  his  highest  writings  ;  there 
was  a  slight  shade  of  similar  feeling  even  in  his 
occasional  society,  and  though  it  was  certainly 
unworthy  of  him,  it  was  exceedingly  natural  that  it 
should  be  so,  with  such  a  mind  as  his  and  in  a  society 
such  as  ours. 

There  are  three  methods  in  which  a  society  may 
be  constituted.  There  is  the  equal  system,  which, 
with  more  or  less  of  variation,  prevails  in  France  and 
in  the  United  States.  The  social  presumption  in 
these  countries  always  is  that  every  one  is  on  a  level 
with  every  one  else.  In  America,  the  porter  at  the 
station,  the  shopman  at  the  counter,  the  boots  at  the 
hotel,  when  neither  a  Negro  nor  an  Irishman,  is  your 
equal.  In  France  egalite  is  a  political  first  principle. 
The  whole  of  Louis  Napoleon's  regime  depends 
upon  it ;  remove  that  feeling,  and  the  whole  fabric  of 
the  Empire  will  pass  away.  We  once  heard  a  great 
French  statesman  illustrate  this.  He  was  giving  a 
dinner  to  the  clergy  of  his  neighbourhood,  and  was 
observing  that  he  had  now  no  longer  the  power  to 
help  or  hurt  them,  when  an  eager  cure  said,  with 
simple-minded  joy :  '  Out,  monsieur,  maintenant 
1  Roundabout  Papers  :  '  On  a  Chalk-Mark  on  the  Door." 
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personne  ne  pent  rien,  ni  le  comte,  ni  le  proletaire' 
The  democratic  priest  so  rejoiced  at  the  universal 
levelling  which  had  passed  over  his  nation,  that  he 
could  not  help  boasting  of  it  when  silence  would 
have  been  much  better  manners. 

We  are  not  now  able — we  have  no  room  and  no 
inclination  — to  discuss  the  advantages  of  democratic 
society  ;  but  we  think  in  England  we  may  venture  to 
assume  that  it  is  neither  the  best  nor  the  highest  form 
which  a  society  can  adopt,  and  that  it  is  certainly 
fatal  to  that  development  of  individual  originality 
and  greatness  by  which  the  past  progress  of  the 
human  race  has  been  achieved,  and  from  which 
alone,  it  would  seem,  all  future  progress  is  to  be 
anticipated.  If  it  be  said  that  people  are  all  alike, 
that  the  world  is  a  plain  with  no  natural  valleys  and 
no  natural  hills,  the  picturesqueness  of  existence  is 
destroyed,  and,  what  is  worse,  the  instinctive  emula- 
tion by  which  the  dweller  in  the  valley  is  stimulated 
to  climb  the  hill  is  annihilated  and  becomes  impossible. 

On  the  other  hand,  there  is  the  opposite  system, 
which  prevails  in  the  East — the  system  of  irre- 
movable inequalities,  of  hedged-in  castes,  which  no 
one  can  enter  but  by  birth,  and  from  which  no  born 
member  can  issue  forth.  This  system  likewise,  in 
this  age  and  country,  needs  no  attack,  for  it  has  no 
defenders.  Every  one  is  ready  to  admit  that  it 
cramps  originality,  by  denning  our  work  irrespective 
of  our  qualities  and  before  we  were  born  ;  that  it 
retards  progress,  by  restraining  the  wholesome 
competition  between  class  and  class,  and  the  whole- 
some migration  from  class  to  class,  which  are  the  best 
and  strongest  instruments  of  social  improvement. 

And  if  both  these  systems  be  condemned  as  un- 
desirable and  prejudicial,  there  is  no  third  system 
except  that  which  we  have — the  system  of  removable 
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inequalities,  where  many  people  are  inferior  to  and 
worse  off  than  others,  but  in  which  each  may  in 
theory  hope  to  be  on  a  level  with  the  highest  below 
the  throne,  and  in  which  each  may  reasonably,  and 
without  sanguine  impracticability,  hope  to  gain  one 
step  in  social  elevation,  to  be  at  last  on  a  level  with 
those  who  at  first  were  just  above  them.  But,  from 
the  mere  description  of  such  a  society,  it  is  evident 
that,  taking  man  as  he  is,  with  the  faults  which  we 
know  he  has,  and  the  tendencies  which  he  invariably 
displays,  some  poison  of  '  snobbishness '  is  inevitable. 
Let  us  define  it  as  the  habit  of  '  pretending  to  be 
higher  in  the  social  scale  than  you  really  are.'  Every- 
body will  admit  that  such  pretension  is  a  fault  and  a 
vice,  yet  every  observant  man  of  the  world  would 
also  admit  that,  considering  what  other  misde- 
meanours men  commit,  this  offence  is  not  incon- 
ceivably heinous  ;  and  that,  if  people  never  did 
anything  worse,  they  might  be  let  off  with  a  far 
less  punitive  judgment  than  in  the  actual  state  of 
human  conduct  would  be  just  or  conceivable. 

How  are  we  to  hope  men  will  pass  their  lives  in 
putting  their  best  foot  foremost,  and  yet  will  never 
boast  that  their  better  foot  is  farther  advanced  and 
more  perfect  than  in  fact  it  is  ?  Is  boasting  to  be 
made  a  capital  crime  ?  Given  social  ambition  as  a 
propensity  of  human  nature  ;  given  a  state  of  society 
like  ours,  in  which  there  are  prizes  which  every  man 
may  seek,  degradations  which  every  one  may  erase, 
inequalities  which  every  one  may  remove, — it  is  idle 
to  suppose  that  there  will  not  be  all  sorts  of  striving 
to  cease  to  be  last  and  to  begin  to  be  first,  and  it  is 
equally  idle  to  imagine  that  all  such  strivings  will 
be  of  the  highest  kind.  This  effort  will  be,  like  all 
the  efforts  of  our  mixed  and  imperfect  human  nature, 
partly  good  and  partly  bad,  with  much  that  is 
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excellent  and  beneficial  in  it,  and  much  also  which 
is  debasing  and  pernicious.  The  bad  striving  after 
unpossessed  distinction  is  snobbishness,  which  from 
the  mere  definition  cannot  be  defended,  but  which 
may  be  excused  as  a  natural  frailty  in  an  emulous 
man  who  is  not  distinguished,  who  hopes  to  be 
distinguished,  and  who  perceives  that  a  valuable 
means  of  gaining  distinction  is  a  judicious  though 
false  pretension  that  it  has  already  been  obtained. 

Mr.  Thackeray,  as  we  think,  committed  two  errors 
in  this  matter.  He  lacerates  '  snobs  '  in  his  books 
as  if  they  had  committed  an  unpardonable  outrage 
and  inexpiable  crime.  That  man,  he  says,  is  anxious 
'  to  know  lords  ;  and  he  pretends  to  know  more  of 
lords  than  he  really  does  know.  What  a  villain  ! 
what  a  disgrace  to  our  common  nature  ;  what  an 
irreparable  reproach  to  human  reason  !  '  Not  at  all ; 
it  is  a  fault  which  satirists  should  laugh  at,  and 
which  moralists  condemn  and  disapprove,  but  which 
yet  does  not  destroy  the  whole  vital  excellence  of 
him  who  possesses  it, — which  may  leave  him  a  good 
citizen,  a  pleasant  husband,  a  warm  friend ;  '  a 
fellow,'  as  the  undergraduate  said,  '  up  in  his  morals.' 

In  transient  society  it  is  possible,  we  think,  that 
Mr.  Thackeray  thought  too  much  of  social  inequalities. 
They  belonged  to  that  common,  plain,  perceptible 
world  which  filled  his  mind,  and  which  left  him  at 
times,  and  at  casual  moments,  no  room  for  a  purely 
intellectual  and  just  estimate  of  men  as  they  really 
are  in  themselves,  and  apart  from  social  perfection 
or  defect.  He  could  gauge  a  man's  reality  as  well 
as  any  observer,  and  far  better  than  most  :  his 
attainments  were  great,  his  perception  of  men  in- 
stinctive, his  knowledge  of  casual  matters  enormous  ; 
but  he  had  a  greater  difficulty  than  other  men  in 
relying  only  upon  his  own  judgment.  '  What  the 
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footman  —  what  Mr.  Yellowplush  Jeames  would 
think  and  say/  could  not  but  occur  to  his  mind, 
and  would  modify,  not  his  settled  judgment,  but 
his  transient  and  casual  opinion  of  the  poet  or 
philosopher.  By  the  constitution  of  his  mind  he 
thought  much  of  social  distinctions ;  and  yet  he  was 
in  his  writings  too  severe  on  those  who,  in  cruder 
and  baser  ways,  showed  that  they  also  were  thinking 
much. 

Those  who  perceive  that  this  irritable  sensibility 
was  the  basis  of  Thackeray's  artistic  character,  that 
it  gave  him  his  materials,  his  implanted  knowledge 
of  things  and  men,  and  gave  him  also  that  keen  and 
precise  style  which  hit  in  description  the  nice  edges 
of  all  objects, — those  who  trace  these  great  qualities 
back  to  their  real  source  in  a  somewhat  painful 
organisation,  must  have  been  vexed  or  amused, 
according  to  their  temperament,  at  the  common 
criticism  which  associates  him  with  Fielding.  Field- 
ing's essence  was  the  very  reverse  ;  it  was  a  bold 
spirit  of  bounding  happiness.  No  just  observer 
could  talk  to  Mr.  Thackeray,  or  look  at  him,  without 
seeing  that  he  had  deeply  felt  many  sorrows — 
perhaps  that  he  was  a  man  likely  to  feel  sorrows — 
that  he  was  of  an  anxious  temperament.  Fielding 
was  a  reckless  enjoyer.  He  saw  the  world — wealth 
and  glory,  the  best  dinner  and  the  worst  dinner, 
the  gilded  salon  and  the  low  sponging-house — and 
he  saw  that  they  were  good.  Down  every  line  of 
his  characteristic  writings  there  runs  this  elemental 
energy  of  keen  delight.  There  is  no  trace  of  such 
a  thing  in  Thackeray.  A  musing  fancifulness  is  far 
more  characteristic  of  him  than  a  joyful  energy. 

Sterne  had  all  this  sensibility  also,  but — and  this 
is  the  cardinal  discrepancy — it  did  not  make  him 
irritable.  He  was  not  hurried  away,  like  Fielding, 
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by  buoyant  delight ;  he  stayed  and  mused  on  painful 
scenes.  But  they  did  not  make  him  angry.  He  was 
not  irritated  at  the  '  foolish  fat  scullion.'  1  He  did 
not  vex  himself  because  of  the  vulgar.  He  did  not 
amass  petty  details  to  prove  that  tenth-rate  people 
were  ever  striving  to  be  ninth-rate  people.  He  had 
no  tendency  to  rub  the  bloom  off  life.  He  accepted 
pretty-looking  things,  even  the  French  aristocracy, 
and  he  owes  his  immortality  to  his  making  them 
prettier  than  they  are.  Thackeray  was  pained  by 
things,  and  exaggerated  their  imperfections ;  Sterne 
brooded  over  things  with  joy  or  sorrow,  and  he 
idealised  their  sentiment  —  their  pathetic  or  joyful 
characteristics.  This  is  why  the  old  lady  said, 
'  Mr.  Thackeray  was  an  uncomfortable  writer/ — 
and  an  uncomfortable  writer  he  is. 

Nor  had  Sterne  a  trace  of  Mr.  Thackeray's  peculiar 
and  characteristic  scepticism.  He  accepted  simply 
the  pains  and  pleasures,  the  sorrows  and  the  joys  of 
the  world  ;  he  was  not  perplexed  by  them,  nor  did 
he  seek  to  explain  them,  or  account  for  them.  There 
is  a  tinge — a  mitigated,  but  perceptible  tinge — of 
Swift's  philosophy  in  Thackeray.  '  Why  is  all  this  ? 
Surely  this  is  very  strange  ?  Am  I  right  in  sym- 
pathising with  such  stupid  feelings,  such  petty 
sensations  ?  Why  are  these  things  ?  Am  I  not  a 
fool  to  care  about  or  think  of  them  ?  The  world  is 
dark,  and  the  great  curtain  hides  from  us  all.'  This 
is  not  a  steady  or  a  habitual  feeling,  but  it  is  never 
quite  absent  for  many  pages.  It  was  inevitable, 
perhaps,  that  in  a  sceptical  and  inquisitive  age  like 
this,  some  vestiges  of  puzzle  and  perplexity  should 
pass  into  the  writings  of  our  great  sentimentalist. 
He  would  not  have  fairly  represented  the  moods  of 
his  time  if  he  omitted  that  pervading  one. 

1  Tristram  Shandy,  vol.  v.  chap.  vij. 
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We  had  a  little  more  to  say  of  these  great  men,  but 
our  limits  are  exhausted,  and  we  must  pause.  Of 
Thackeray  it  is  too  early  to  speak  at  length.  A 
certain  distance  is  needful  for  a  just  criticism.  The 
present  generation  have  learned  too  much  from  him 
to  be  able  to  judge  him  rightly.  We  do  not  know 
the  merit  of  those  great  pictures  which  have  sunk  into 
our  minds,  and  which  have  coloured  our  thoughts, 
which  are  become  habitual  memories.  In  the  books 
we  know  best,  as  in  the  people  we  know  best,  small 
points,  sometimes  minor  merits,  sometimes  small 
faults,  have  an  undue  prominence.  When  the  young 
critics  of  this  year  [1864]  have  grey  hairs,  their 
children  will  tell  them  what  is  the  judgment  of 
posterity  upon  Mr.  Thackeray. 


GENERAL    INDEX 

TO  VOLS.  I.  AND  II. 


Addison,  ii.  208. 
Amplification,  sermonic,  i.  213. 
Aristotle,  cited,  i.  104,  105  n., 

115  ;  ii.  2. 
Arnold,  Matthew,  i.  231,  249  ; 

ii.  163  n.,  277. 

Arnold,  Thomas,  cited,  i.  108. 
Art,  ancient  and  modern,  i.  197. 
Austen,  Jane,  i.  82. 

Bacon,    Lord,    ii.    77 ;  cited,  i. 

105  «.,  121,  157. 
Beaumont  and  Fletcher,  i.  250. 
Bentham,  Jeremy,  ii.  8. 
Bentley,  Richard,  i.  48. 
Biography  :  delineation  of  char- 
acter,  i.    23  ;     exhaustive   or 

selective,  102,  161-3. 
Bookish  scholasticism,  i.  243. 
Books,    for    various    purposes, 

i.  20  ;   of  travel,  ii.  233. 
Brougham,  Lord,  i.  209. 
Browning,  Robert,  i.  218  ff. 
Burke,     Edmund,     i.    191  ;    ii. 

94-5  ;  cited,  ii.  269. 
and  Macaulay  contrasted, 

ii.  95. 

Burnet,  Bishop,  ii.  210. 
Burns,   Robert,  i.    148  ;    cited, 

i.  76. 
Business  of  Life  (the)  and  the 

novelists,  ii.  170. 
Butler,  Bishop,  i.   214  ;    cited, 

ii.  106. 
Byron,    Lord,    i.    145,    160 ;  ii. 

122,  232  ;  cited,  i.  6  ;  ii.  81, 

201. 
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Calvinism,  i.  73. 

Campbell,  Chief  Justice,  ii.  97-8. 

Carlyle,  Thomas,  startles  like  a 
comet,  i.  21  ;  master  of  de- 
lineative  conjecture,  166  ;  on 
poetry,  221  ;  his  sympathy 
with  Cromwell,  ii.  83. 

cited,  i.  162  ;  ii.  13,  29,  79, 


193- 

Cavaliers,  the,  ii.  78-83,  141. 
Cervantes,  ii.  115. 
Character,  delineation  of,  i.  23  ; 

ii.  105. 

"  vivification  "  of,  ii.  174,. 


Chaucer,  i.  24  ;  ii.  164-5. 
Chesterfield,  Lord,  cited,  ii.  41. 
Christianity,  ii.  51. 
Church,  the  primitive,  ii.  55. 
Civilisation,     Jewish,     i.     122  ; 

Pagan,  i.  122. 
Clarendon,  Lord,  ii.  78. 
Classical    Style,    simplicity    of, 

i.  151- 

Clough,  A.  H.,  i.  275. 
Cobbett,  William,  cited,  i.  98. 
COLERIDGE,  HARTLEY,  essay  on, 

i.  i  ff.,  229,  230. 

S.    T.,    conversation    of, 


i.  9  ;  infirmity  of,  17  ;  pro- 
vides for  Hartley  Coleridge, 
22  ;  early  poems  of,  29,  30  ; 
and  Paradise  Lost,  212  ;  and 
fairy  tales,  ii.  8  ;  on  transla- 
tions of  poetry,  157. 

Committee  system,  i.  193. 

Conscience,  i.  121  ;  the  convert- 
ing intuition,  i.  122. 
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Conversation,  continuous,  i.  9. 
Correspondence,      see       Letter 

writing. 

Cowper,  William,  i.  40  ff. 
Crabbe,  ii.  130,  132,  248. 
Criticism,  i.  234. 
Critics,  German,  i.  43. 
Cromwell,  Oliver,  ii.  86. 

De  Beranger,  cited,  i.  52. 
Decency     and     indecency,     ii. 

258-62. 

Defoe,  i.  232*1.,  254  ;  ii.  i,  185. 
Democracy,  ii.  283. 
De  Montalembert,  ii.  84. 
Demosthenes,  ii.  73,  75. 
Descriptive  writing,  ii.  255. 
Despotism  ridiculed,  ii.  195. 
Desultory  reading,  i.  8  ;  ii.  8-13. 
DICKENS,  ii.  115,  130  ;  essay  on, 

159  «• 
Disraeli,    Benjamin,    cited,    ii. 

in. 

Drama,  i.  26. 
Dryden,  John,  cited,  i.  89,  213. 

Eccentricity  and  art,  ii.  129, 
263-5,  272. 

Education,  changes  in  common, 
i.  29 ;  voluntary  and  disciplin- 
ary, ii.  13  ;  regular  and  irre- 
gular, 198. 

Eldon,  Lord,  cited,  ii.  14. 

Eliot,  George,  ii.  257. 

Emerson,  R.  W.,  cited,  i.  146, 
158. 

Enjoying  nature,  the,  ii.  78, 
85- 

Eothen,  ii.  269. 

Euripides,  i.  225. 

"  Experiencing  Nature,"  an,  ii. 
268. 

Faith,  national,  i.  122. 

Fancy  and  Imagination,  i.  150- 

i,  156-7- 

Fiction,  two  kinds  of  :  Ubiquit- 
ous and  Sentimental,  ii.  1 1 3  ff ., 
168  ;  penal  code  of,  135. 

Fielding,  H.,  ii.  115,  286. 

Free  love,  i.  187. 

French  Revolution,  the.ii.  60-64. 

Froude,  J.  A.,  ii.  142. 


Genius,  Men  of,  i.  136-7 ; 
regular  and  irregular,  ii.  161. 

German  Critics,  i.  43. 

GIBBON,  EDWARD,  his  horrid 
industry,  i.  21  ;  essay  on, 
ii.  i  ff.  ;  his  temperament,  68. 

Gcethe,  occupied  with  reality, 
i.  226  ;  his  "  intellectual " 
creation,"  251  ;  relation  to 
morals,  257  ;  idea  of  female 
character,  ii.  148-9. 

and  Schiller,  i.  226-8. 

cited,  i.  78,  143  ;    ii.  105, 


147- 

Goodness,  two  kinds  of  :  sensu- 
ous and  ascetic,  i.  168. 

Government,  free,  ii.  195. 

Gray,  Thomas,  i.  26,  47,  229, 
231  ;  cited,  i.  2,  48. 

Grote,  George,  i.  21  ;  ii.  121. 

Hallam,  Henry,  cited,  ii.  163. 

Hamlet,  i.  18  ;  ii.  265. 

Hazlitt,  William,  cited,  i.  33,  85, 

107,  in,  136, 158  ;  ii.  71, 132, 

188,  279. 
Herodotus,  i.  78. 
Historian,  the  temperament  of 

a,  ii.  61-8. 

Historical  novel,  the,  ii.  142-3. 
History,  on  writing,  ii.  39-40, 

92-3,  107. 
Homer,  i.  24,  26,  40,  97,  209, 

226  ;  ii.  33  ;  Cowper's  trans- 
lation of,  i.  96. 
Hume,  David,  i.  126,  127  ;    ii. 

36,  78,  104,  109,  no. 
Humour,  i.    177-8  ;    Dickens's, 

ii.  179-82. 

Ill-temper,  i.  175. 
Imagination,  i.  178. 

and  fancy,  i.  150-1,  156-7. 

and  understanding,  ii.  89. 

of  children,  the,  i.  3. 

Shelley's,  i.  124. 

Impulse  and  love,  i.  108,  no. 

and  principle,  i.  103. 

Impulsive  temperament,  i.  141. 
Intellectual    entertainment,    ii. 

100-103,  236. 
Intellectual    life,   scriptures   of 

the,  i.  36. 
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Jacobitism  of  Scott,  ii.  123,  152. 

Jeffrey,  Lord,  i.  220. 

Johnson,    Samuel,    a   voracious 

reader,  ii.  30  ;  cited,  i.  21,  98, 

212,  216  ;  ii.  257,  266. 
Jonson,  Ben,  i.  225,  250. 
Jouffroy,  Mons.,  cited,  i.  131. 

Keats,  John,  his  modern  imag- 
ination, i.  152,  156,  158;  cited, 
i.  13,  152,  155- 

Keble,  John,  i.  37. 

Lamb,  Charles,  cited,  ii.  92. 
Language,  use  of,  ii.  271-2. 
Le  Sage,  ii.  115. 
Letter-writing,    the    art    of,    i. 

94-6  ;  ii.  238-9. 
Life,    a    school    of   probability, 

ii.  1 08  ;   the  sensitive  view  of, 

250. 

"  Literatesque,"  i.  222-5. 
Literature,  foreign,  use  of,  i.  41. 
Locke,    John,   i.    119;     ii.    88; 

cited,  ii.  73. 
Lockhart,  j.  G.,  cited,  ii.  123, 

150. 

London,  ii.  174,  218,  220,  225. 
Love,  Shelley's  theory  of,  i.  108. 
Lucretius,  i.  55,  125,  126. 

MACAULAY,  LORD,  his  use  of 
plays,  i.  96 ;  his  laborious 
research,  ii.  47  ;  criticised, 
50  ;  essay  on,  65  ff. 

cited,  i.  143,  150,  159,  242. 

Man,  the  nature  of,  ii.  84. 

Marlowe,  i.  250. 

Mary,  Queen  of  Scots,  ii.  141. 

Mediaeval  life  in  Scott's  novels, 
ii.  138-40. 

Meditation  on  unseen  realities, 
i.  71. 

Memoirs,  French,  ii.  261. 

Methodism,  ii.  267. 

Middle  Ages,  the,  ii.  138-40. 

Milman,  Dean,  cited,  ii.  53. 

MILTON,  self-delineation,  i.  27 ; 
greatest  of  studious  poets, 
158  ;  essay  on,  161  ff.  ;  his 
purity  in  depiction  of  char- 
acter, 235,  238  ff.  ;  cited,  i. 
27- 


MONTAGU,  LADY  MARY  WORT- 
LEY,  ii.  203  ff. 

Monstrosity  and  art,  ii.  127-9. 

Moore,  Thomas,  i.  30,  219; 
ii.  188. 

Mythological  tendency,  i.  123. 

Napoleon  i.,  i.  207. 

Narration,  art  of,  ii.  44,  93-5, 

103-4,  256. 
Nature,    Cowper's    view    of,    i. 

86  ;  Wordsworth's  religion,  i. 

86. 

Necker,  Mme.,  ii.  26. 
Newman,  Francis,  cited,  i.  106. 
J.  H.  cited,  i.  6,  169,  252, 

254,  256  ;  ii.  19. 
Newton,  Rev.  John,  i.  49,  66  ff. 
Sir  I.,  ii.  67. 


North,  Lord,  ii.  37-8. 
Novelists,     female     and     their 

heroines,  ii.  137. 
Novels,    influence    of,    ii.    259  ; 

see  Fiction. 

Observation,  ii.  171,  174. 
Oxford    University,    i.    117-8  ; 
ii.  14-22. 

Pagan  civilisation,  i.  122. 

Paganism,  ii.  247-9,  276. 

Paley,  W.,  cited,  ii.  51. 

Paradise  Lost,  i.  200-15,  238-9. 

Party  Spirit,  i.  190. 

Pitt,  William,  i.  242. 

Plato,  studied  by  Shelley,  i.  115, 
129,  1 60  ;  his  spontaneity, 
243  ;  his  symmetrical  mind, 
ii.  161,  162,  164. 

Pleasure,  the  pursuit  of,  ii.  237. 

Poetry  :  prize,  i.  13  ;  begins  in 
impersonality,  24 ;  self-de- 
lineative,  25  ;  lyrical,  25, 
147-9  ;  epic,  27  ;  the  sonnet, 
29  ;  metre,  29  ;  object  of,  78  ; 
Shelley's  definition,  144 ; 
second-hand,  198-9  ;  not  an 
amusement,  220 ;  a  descrip- 
tion of,  228  ff.  ;  and  prose, 
233  ;  ballad,  ii.  120. 

Poets,  "  Common  Sense,"  i.  79. 

Political  economy  of  Scott, 
ii.  96,  132. 
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Pope,  Alexander,  i.  14,  80,  85  ; 

ii.  230-32  ;  cited,  i.  34,  208. 

school  of,  i.  77. 

Portraiture,  verbal,  ii.  105. 
Posterity,  judgment  of,  ii.   74, 

113,  288. 

writing  for,  ii.  74-6. 

Principle  and  impulse,  i.  103. 
Prose  and  Poetry,  i.  233. 

French,  ii.  272. 

Psalmist,     the,     his     spirit     of 

human  enjoyment,  ii.  85. 
Puritans,  the,  ii.  83-8.  127,  141, 

153-4,  204. 

Rabelais,  ii.  254,  257. 

Radicalism,  ii.  192. 

Reading  and  readers,  ii.  30,  114. 

desultory,  i.  8  ;  ii.  8-13. 

Realisation,  perfect  and  imper- 
fect, i.  5. 

Religion,  i.  35,  121,  172 ; 
ii.  152-4- 

Religious  consciousness,  i.  121. 

nature,    man's,    and    the 

novelists,  ii.  151-5. 

Retribution,  laws  of,  ii.  136. 
Robinson  Crusoe,  i.  254. 
Romance,     the     addiction     of 

young  people,  ii.  116. 
"  Romantic  "  and  "  Classical," 

i.  154. 
"  Romantic  Sense,"  of  Waverley 

Novels,  ii.  118. 
Rousseau,  J.  J.,  i.  59. 

Schiller,  i.  225. 
Scots  economy,  ii.  98. 

intellect,  ii.  108. 

people,  the  genius  of,  ii. 

97- 

SCOTT,  SIR  WALTER,  popular 
encouragement  of  his  poetry, 
i.  30  ;  his  enjoyment  of  life, 
158  ;  ii.  79  ;  his  political 
economy,  96 ;  his  art  of 
narration,  103  ;  essay  on 
Waverley  Novels,  113  ff.  ; 
his  life  of  Sterne,  242  ;  con- 
trasted with  Thackeray,  280. 

Self-delineation,  the  art  of,  i. 
103  ;  the  faculty  for,  i.  31, 
132. 


Sensitive  view  of  life,  the,  ii. 
250,  278-9. 

Sentimental  Journey,  The,  ii. 
268-73- 

Shakespeare,  self-delineative,  i. 
24 ;  contrasted  with  Soph- 
ocles, 153 ;  his  enjoyment 
of  life,  158  ;  occupied  with 
reality,  226  ;  not  a  model  of 
style,  249,  ii.  163  ;  his  relation 
to  morals,  i.  257,  259  ;  his 
view  of  society,  ii.  126  ;  his 
idea  of  female  character,  149  ; 
his  Falstaff,  183. 

SHELLEY,  P.  BYSSHE,  self- 
delineative,  i.  23  ;  public 
appreciation  of,  82  ;  essay 
on,  102  ff.  ;  championed 
Milton's  Satan,  206 ;  his 
pure  style,  244. 

cited,  i.  77,  89  ;  ii.  145. 


Sheridan,   R.   B.,  cited,  ii.   39, 

188. 

Smith,  Adam,  ii.  14,  96,  132. 
Smollett,  T.,  ii.  115. 
Snobbishness,  ii.  284. 
Society,  the  constitution   of,    ii. 

282-4. 

Sophocles,  i.  152,  160,  232. 
Soul    of    man,    The,    i.     257 ; 

ii.  154. 

Southey,  Robert,  i.  7,  ii,  30. 
South  Sea  Bubble,  ii.  3. 
Spiritual  faculty  of  man,  ii.  53. 
Spurgeon,  C.  H.,  cited,  ii.  191. 
Steele,  Sir  R.,  ii.  208. 
STERNE,  LAURENCE,  ii.  242  ff.  ; 

cited,  i.  41. 
Style,  the  knack  in,  i.  21. 

Cowper's,  i.  83. 

descriptive,  ii.  255. 

narrative,     ii.    44, 


103-4,  256. 
Swift,  cited,  ii.  208,  287. 


93-5. 


Tacitus,  i.  21. 

Talleyrand,  ii.  162. 

Taste,     the    paganism    of,     ii. 

246-8. 

Tatter,  The,  ii.  214. 
Temptation,  a  factor  in  life,  i. 

104-5,  169. 
hereditary,  i.  17. 
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TENNYSON,  ALFRED,  i.  218  ff.  ; 

cited,  ii.  219. 
THACKERAY,  W.  M.,  contrasted 

with   Dickens,   ii.    160,    189 ; 

and  Sterne,  242,  277  ff. 
Theological  dogma,  Scott    and, 

ii.  138. 

Theological  novel,  The,  ii.  145. 
Thiers,  Mons.,  cited,  ii.  156. 
Toryism,  ii.  79  ;    of  Sir  Walter 

Scott,  ii.  123-7. 
Townsend,  C.  H.,  cited,  i.  n. 
Tragedy,  i.  179. 
Travel,  books  of,  ii.  233. 
Tristram  Shandy,  ii.  254  ff. 
Tutors,  i.  14. 

Ugliness,  a  sin  in  art,  ii.  262. 

Verse,  Blank,  i.  98. 
Virgil,  i.  24. 


Walpole,  Horace,  i.  96  ;  ii.   226, 
230,  240. 
— Sir  Robert,  ii.  222,  230. 

WAVERLEY  NOVELS, ii.  103,1132. 

Wesley,  John,  ii.  267. 

Whewell,  Dr.,  i.  85. 

Women,  the  description  of,  ii. 
148. 

Words,  the  study  of,  ii.  245. 

Wordsworth,  William,  in- 
fluenced Hartley  Coleridge, 
i.  33  ;  worshipped  nature, 
34-5,  86-7  ;  his  works  the 
Scriptures  of  the  intellectual 
life,  36  ;  public  appreciation 
of,  82;  Biblical  in  tone,  149.; 
his  purity  in  sentiment, 
235-7 ;  his  lack  of  spon- 
taneity, 243. 

cited,  i.  2,  18,  23,  83,  101, 

159  ;   ii.  186. 
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